The Psychology of Anomie by Teymoori, Ali
  
 
 
The Psychology of Anomie 
Ali Teymoori 
Bachelor of Clinical Psychology 
Master of Philosophy (Psychology) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A thesis submitted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy at 
The University of Queensland in 2016 
School of Psychology 
2 
 
Abstract 
In sociology, anomie refers to a state of society characterized by chaos, the eroding of social 
regulation and moral values. Drawing upon recent developments in psychology, this thesis presents 
an analysis of anomie as a psychological construct. More specifically, this thesis aims to develop: a) 
a psychological conceptualization of anomie, b) a psycho-social analysis of the processes through 
which anomie leads to psychological outcomes, c) a social psychological conceptualization of 
individuals’ responses to a high anomie contexts, d) a valid and reliable scale to measure anomie, 
and e) a cross-cultural examination of predictions that are derived from our conceptual framework 
of anomie. 
First, we present a historical overview of theoretical and empirical work on anomie (Chapter 
2). The historical overview helps us to identify the contentious areas and longstanding problems in 
anomie literature requiring further development. We extend the theorizing on anomie by developing 
a psychological conceptualization of anomie (Chapter 3). As a psychological construct, we define 
anomie as the collective subjective perception about the state of society encompassing two 
conditions: the breakdown of social fabric (i.e., lack of trust and moral decline) and the breakdown 
in leadership (i.e., lack of legitimacy and effectiveness). This third chapter also examines 
individuals’ responses to anomie. This is important to overcome the limitations of existing literature 
which typically conflates anomie with its outcomes. We argue that the primary psychological effect 
of anomie is the failure to satisfy four fundamental human needs including a need for a meaningful 
life, a need for self-esteem, a need to belong, and a need to have a sense of personal and collective 
control.  
We argue that there are two key responses to an anomic situation: a contraction of the 
personal self and a contraction of the social self. Contraction of personal self describes the 
detrimental consequences of anomie for personal well-being and the way it propels individuals to 
adopt control-restoring strategies such as authoritarianism. Contraction of social self refers to 
withdrawal from, and disidentification with, the superordinate group, thereby influencing the way 
individuals engage and interact with their social world. We argue that contraction of social self 
manifests itself as tribalism, a response whereby individuals withdraw from superordinate groups 
(trust becomes bounded) and turn to smaller groups on which they project familial ties. 
In order to enable an empirical examination of the conceptual framework of the psychology of 
anomie, we first develop a new measure, Perception of Anomie Scale (PAS, see Chapter 4). We 
operationalize anomie as a perception of the state of society encompassing two dimensions: 
perceived breakdown of social fabric and perceived breakdown of leadership. We present the 
evidence for the validity of the newly developed scale of PAS across six studies. Studies 1a (N = 
199, first year psychology students from Australia) and 1b (N = 214, employees from the US) 
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provide evidence for the proposed factor structure and internal consistency of PAS. Results 
confirmed a two-factor structure and the scale had satisfactory psychometric reliability and validity. 
Studies 2a-c (N = 149 employees from the US, 617 community members from Australia, and 285 
employees from the US, respectively) provide evidence of convergent and discriminant validity. 
Finally, in a cross-cultural study assessing PAS in 28 countries from 5 continents (N = 6112), we 
show that PAS correlates with national indicators of societal functioning and that PAS predicts 
national identification and well-being (Studies 3a & 3b). 
Having developed the PAS scale, we next focus on an underdeveloped aspect of the anomie 
construct in the literature by examining the effect of anomie on contraction of social self, 
particularly tribalism (Chapter 5). Across three studies in Australia (N = 617, community 
members), the US (N = 93, employees), and Iran (N = 61, university students), we show that 
anomie is related to tribalism indicators, including higher bounded trust and a projection of familial 
ties onto smaller social circles.  
Overall, our theoretical development of anomie and its empirical research contribute to the 
literature in two important ways (see Chapter 6). First, both the theoretical and the empirical work 
clarify ambiguities that have existed in the anomie literature such as the longstanding problem that 
operationalizations of the concept typically mix the measurement of anomie and its psychological 
consequences. Second, our psychological analysis of anomie represents an important first step to 
extend psychological theorizing to contexts where the stability of the social structure at large cannot 
be assumed. Our analysis of anomie, which develops a link between the socio-structural context and 
associated psychological outcomes, provides a basis from which to engage with and understand 
societies that are characterized by chaos and instability.   
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Chapter One 
Introduction 
 
Background 
The modern history of Iran tells a story of a country in a constant mode of change, with 
events such as the Constitutional Revolution (between 1905-1907), the coup d'état (1953), the 
White1 Revolution (started at 1963), and the Independence and Liberty Revolution (later known as 
1979 Islamic Revolution). In the past several decades alone, Iran has gone through dramatic 
structural and societal changes. In addition to the political revolutions, these include rapid 
population growth (from 33 million people at 1976 to 75 million at 2011), eight years of war with 
Iraq (between 1980-1988), severe international sanctions, structural and cultural changes including 
rapid expansion of mass media and education, rapid growth of economic and social inequality 
(UNDP, 2014), political repression, a rapid decrease in the currency value and high inflation 
(between 15 and 45% during last few years, see Factbook, 2013), and several intense political and 
civil upheavals (e.g., the green movement in 2009). Such a high level of rapid change and instability 
has prompted scholars to refer to Iran as very high in anomie (see Heydari, Teymoori, Nasiri, & 
Haghish, 2012; Heydari, Teymoori, & Nasiri, 2014; Heydari, Teymoori, Haghish, & Mohamadi, 
2014).  
South Africa is another society that has experienced much change in recent years. Over the 
last several decades, South Africa has faced many structural challenges: the apartheid regime, racial 
segregation, political crisis, revolution, extreme social and economic inequality, high societal 
disintegration, and many riots. In the transition from the apartheid regime to a democratic system in 
1994 under Nelson Mandela, dramatic progress was made towards an inclusive political system for 
all South Africans. However the transition has been tempered by a long-lasting lack of 
improvement in social life for all South Africans. Globally, South Africa still suffers from one of 
the highest rate of economic and social inequality (UNDP, 2014), corruption (Transparency, 2013), 
poverty and unemployment (Factbook, 2013). There are growing problems of health, housing, and 
economic and social security for many South Africans. Thus the post-apartheid political system is 
far from the hopes and expectations of members of society, creating widespread disappointment and 
frustration (Holley, Jubber, & Zapotoczky, 1999). Like Iran, South Africa’s fast-changing and 
unstable context has been described as a state of high anomie (see Furnham, 1984; Holley, Jubber, 
& Zapotoczky, 1999; Huschka & Mau, 2006).  
                                                
1 The label white refers to the fact that it was a bloodless change. 
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Anomie has been used to describe the state of society in many other countries that are 
undergoing major social and economic crises (e.g., Portugal, Lopes & Frade, 2012), countries with 
a long history of war (e.g., Yugoslavia, Iraq, Afghanistan, see Jamieson, 1998; Meštrović & 
Lorenzo, 2008), countries with very high materialism, economic inequality and very low social 
capital and trust (e.g., the U.S., see Merton, 1938, 1968; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001), countries 
with very rapid economic growth and social changes (e.g., China, see Zhao, 2008), and many 
Eastern European countries after the fall of the Soviet Union (Ådnanes, 2007; Genov, 1998).  
Despite the wealth of studies on anomie in sociology, criminology, and political science, this 
concept has been rarely studied in psychology. Such lack of interest in anomie in psychology might 
have arisen from an assumption that society at large is a relatively stable social context. As a result 
of the lack of psychological studies on anomie, theorizing within psychology is not well-equipped 
to reflect on instability/chaos or individuals’ behavior in societies characterized by social, 
economic, and political crises or societies engaged in war and/or intractable conflicts. Thus, the 
main concern of this thesis is to present both a theoretical and an empirical account of the way the 
perception of breakdown in the broader social-structural organization of society affects the lives of 
individuals and groups. Given that psychology is well-equipped to study individuals within their 
social context (see Tajfel, 1982), the current thesis aims to use psychological theorizing to 
investigate the concept of anomie.  
Definition of anomie 
Anomie is a complicated construct and its definition has been contested in the literature. Since 
its introduction in sociology by Durkheim (1893/1997, 1897/1987) many scholars have presented 
different interpretations of anomie. Orrù (1987) concluded that ‘the diversity of meanings taken by 
anomie has often been greater than their similarity’ (p. 154). Generally speaking, anomie has been 
viewed as an abstract, multidimensional and multilevel construct simultaneously referring to social 
and political structure as well as individuals’ interaction within that social and political structure 
(Bjarnason, 2009).  
The core aspect of anomie, common amongst many interpretations, is that it is a state of 
anomaly and abnormality, which can be traced in its literal definition and etymology. The 
Cambridge dictionary (2008) defines anomie as ‘a state of no moral or social principles in a person 
or in society’. Etymologically, anomie is rooted in the Greek word ‘anomos’ which comprises of 
two parts: ‘a’ as ‘non’ and ‘nomos’ as law and order (Orrù, 1987) referring to a context ‘without 
law and order’.  
Theoretically, to put his rather elusive conceptualization in simple terms, Durkheim 
(1897/1987) proposes anomie to be a state of society characterized by chaos and the erosion of 
social regulation and moral values. According to Durkheim, anomie is the result of rapid social 
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change, social transitions, or political and economic crises or growth, conditions that undermine the 
effect of societal regulation and moral norms on individuals’ behavior. Although Durkheim’s 
definition of anomie indicates that it accounts for the dynamic interaction between unstable societal 
state and individual’s behavior, a review of the anomie literature shows that such dynamics have not 
been clearly theorized and examined both in Durkheim’s theory and subsequent studies on anomie 
(Bjarnason, 2009). In fact, this dynamic interaction between society and people has remained 
underdeveloped within the anomie literature, with major theories being polarized between 
considering anomie as either a state of mind or a state of society. 
Relying on the widely accepted definition of anomie in the literature, and specifically 
Durkheim’s (1893/1997, 1897/1987) conceptualization, we argue that anomie, as a psychological 
construct, is the subjective perception of individuals about the state of society encompassing two 
conditions of the breakdown of social fabric (i.e., lack of trust and moral decline) and the 
breakdown in leadership (i.e., lack of legitimacy and effectiveness). This definition sides with 
major theorists who consider anomie as a state of society (see Durkheim 1893/1997, 1897/1987; 
Merton, 1938, 1968; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001) and extends that definition to account for the way 
anomie-producing perceptions enter the collective consciousness and inform shared perceptions of a 
given social context (see Chapter 3).  
In general, scholars have utilized anomie differently and further reflection on the definition of 
anomie requires a thorough overview of the historical trajectory of its development, which we 
undertake in Chapter 2. Furthermore, a historical overview of major theories of anomie and its 
conceptualization and operationalization is important to illustrate what psychological understanding 
has to offer to enrich the conceptual framework of anomie and the understanding of individuals’ 
responses to a social context with high anomie.  
The importance of a psychological approach to anomie 
A psychology of anomie is of crucial importance for both the anomie literature and 
psychology. First, developing a psychological analysis of anomie enriches our understanding of 
instability of larger social context and its impact on individuals’ behavior. Despite the abundance of 
psychological theorizing focusing on the interaction between individuals and the social context 
(e.g., Social Identity Theory: see Tajfel & Turner, 1979; System Justification Theory, see Jost, 
Banaji, & Nosek, 2004; Social Dominance Theory: see Sidanius & Pratto, 2001), this literature has 
been developed in contexts where instability is not of central concern. A psychology of anomie 
would fill this gap, providing an understanding of individuals’ experience within a destabilized, 
crumbling and/or chaotic social context. Second, using a psychological analysis to understand the 
interaction between individuals and social contexts within unstable contexts addresses the problems 
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that we identify in the anomie literature. In particular, it helps to clarify the dynamics in the space 
that exists between individuals and their social context.  
 
Structure of this thesis 
The general aim of this thesis is to present a psychology of anomie. First, we will present a 
historical overview of the work on anomie focusing on the theoretical development and empirical 
examination of this concept (Chapter 2). Because, historically, anomie has been studied in 
sociology, political science and criminology, Chapter 2, as an overview of the extant literature on 
anomie, will include information from other disciplines and it will be at the end of Chapter 2 that 
we will outline what psychological theorizing has to offer. This will provide a roadmap for us to 
extend our understanding of anomie by drawing upon psychological theorizing in general as a basis 
to clarify the objectives and aims of the current thesis in particular. At the end of chapter 2, we will 
also present an overview of the chapters to clarify how we will address the objectives and aims of 
this thesis. Chapter 3 (a manuscript that has been revised and resubmitted) will present a 
psychological conceptual framework of anomie and also formulate the responses to anomie in the 
form of individual-level psychological outcomes. Chapter 4 (a published paper) will present a new 
scale to measure anomie and Chapter 5 (a manuscript under review) will empirically examine the 
consequences of anomie for the way individuals shape and engage with their social world. Finally, 
Chapter 6 will present a concluding remark of our theoretical and empirical work on the psychology 
of anomie.  
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Chapter 2 
Anomie: A historical review 
 
Background 
Discussions about anomie can be traced to the fifth century B.C. with documents suggesting 
that philosophers had two distinct points of view on anomie: (a) an essentialist, Platonic perspective 
according to which anomie is the essence of evil and the main reason for social disturbance, and (b) 
a contextual, Sophist perspective which regarded anomie more pragmatically as a contextual 
problem—as the breakdown of traditional norms of behavior that results from a changing society 
(Orrù, 1985, p. 5).  
It was in the twentieth century that a systematic theoretical analysis of anomie was developed, 
an analysis which has been most influential and still determines our conceptualization of anomie 
today. The word anomie first appears in the academic work of the French sociologist Emile 
Durkheim (1893/1997, 1897/1987) when he tackles the issue of social disorder and the changing 
context within European societies. Since Durkheim’s time, slightly different conceptualizations of 
anomie have been proposed. For instance, the American sociologist Robert Merton (1938, 1968) 
adopts elements of Durkheim’s theory of anomie but focuses solely on the discrepancy between 
culturally important social values and the legitimate means an individual has at their disposal for 
achieving those social values and aspirations. As a result of such variability in the definition and 
conceptualization of anomie, the literature has arguably become rather complex and there are now 
multiple definitions and accounts of why and when anomie arises, and how people respond to it. 
Before we can put forward our own analysis, it is important to come to grips with this complexity. 
In this chapter, we will therefore review the most important definitions and conceptualizations of 
anomie.  
Durkheim’s theory of anomie 
Emile Durkheim was primarily concerned with the coherence and integrity of modern 
societies and societies in transition. He proposes that anomie is a condition in which the coherence 
and integrity of society are at risk. Consistent with this, first in his doctoral thesis The Division of 
Labor (1893/1997) and then four years later in his book Suicide (1897/1987), Durkheim posits that 
anomie takes place when the moral standards and regulation of society break down.  
In The Division of Labor, Durkheim (1893/1997) considers anomie as an anomaly that may 
occur during the transition from a society characterized by a mechanical solidarity (i.e., solidarity 
by similarity, low division of labor) to a society whose structure primarily consists of organic 
solidarity (i.e., solidarity through cooperation, high division of labor). Specifically, anomie will 
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emerge when the change from mechanic to organic social structures derails leading to a problematic 
division of labor. Durkheim (1897/1987) expands and extends his initial conceptualization of 
anomie in Suicide. In this book, anomie is characterized as the deregulation of society and its 
normative structure. Such deregulation is brought about by rapid social changes, such as the 
transition from a traditional society to a modern one, rapid economic growth or a crisis in economic 
prosperity. Durkheim (1897/1987) argues that during such rapid social change, the collective 
conscience as a set of shared moral norms loses its control over people’s ‘insatiable desires’ and 
aspirations, such as the desire for power, money, or sex. As such, Durkheim considers the high 
prevalence of moral disruption within society as an important feature of anomie. From Durkheim’s 
perspective, anomie describes a social condition in which the authority and legitimacy of both the 
regulatory system as well as societal moral norms have lost their power to regulate society (Passass, 
1995).  
Durkheim’s conceptualization has inspired much empirical research. Many who have adopted 
Durkheim’s approach agree that anomie refers to the state of society in which collective-level 
disturbances result from social, political, or economic crises, abnormal developments of society or 
fast changing social contexts (for a review, see Bjarnason, 2009). Consistent too with Durkheim’s 
deregulation concept is the finding that high anomie is associated with a lack of solidarity and a 
decline in moral standards (see Marks, 1974, Willis, 1982). 
Because Durkheim did not present a clear definition of anomie or the concept of deregulation, 
there has been much debate about the precise definition of these constructs. Arguably because of 
this, different researchers have focused on slightly different conceptualizations, ranging from an 
absence of norms, a collapse of the regulatory system and contexts characterized by a legal and 
moral vacuum (see Willis, 1982). For instance, anomie has often been referred to as a state of 
“normlessness” (e.g., Clinard, 1964; Passas, 1995; Thorlindsson & Bernburg, 2004). However, 
Meštrović and Brown (1985) reject this interpretation on the basis that it presents anomie as an 
individual-level phenomenon rather than a state of society (also for a similar argument see 
Meštrović, 1987). Meštrović and Brown (1985) assert that anomie ‘implies that it is a painful 
condition for society and its members’ (p. 81) and should be conceptualized accordingly. These 
authors also emphasize that anomie includes the breakdown of the system’s normative structure and 
society’s moral decline. 
Despite its importance, there are also some important limitations to Durkheim’s theorising 
about anomie. For instance, Durkheim presents a rather essentialist view of human nature when he 
assumes that humans are guided by insatiable desires. He states that “irrespective of any external 
regulatory force, our capacity for feeling is in itself an insatiable and bottomless abyss” (Durkheim, 
1897/1987, p. 247). His essentialist stance has been criticized by social constructionists, who 
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assume that human desires are socially constructed and determined by culture and socialization 
(Eder & Ritter, 1996). Later speculation around anomie also points to the fact that anomie should be 
about studying individuals within socio-cultural context rather than assuming a pre-social human 
nature (cf. Bjarnason, 2009; Merton, 1938, 1969). 
Furthermore, Durkheim’s analysis is limited in that it mainly discusses anomie in relation to 
suicide. He thereby overlooks (1) the socio-psychological processes that lead to psychological 
outcomes (McCloskey, 1976) as well as (2) other socio-psychological outcomes of living in a 
context with high anomie. Later theorising has attempted to extend Durkheim’s ideas to respond to 
these limitations. For instance, researchers have developed an analysis of the cultural construction 
of social values and desires and examined a more diverse range of personal and social responses to 
anomie (e.g. Merton, 1938, 1968; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001).   
Merton’s theory of anomie 
To explain the high rate of crime and deviance in the US compared to other nations, Robert 
Merton (1938, 1968) adopts Durkheim’s concept of anomie. He reflects in particular on the fit 
between cultural norms and the legitimate means of complying and conforming to those norms and 
goals. According to Merton’s (1938) famous article “Social Structure and Anomie”, anomie arises if 
there is a societal imbalance between the cultural aspirations (often defined in terms of goals to 
obtain monetary success) and legitimate means to achieve them.  
Like Durkheim, Merton focuses on anomie at the macro-structural level. However, Merton’s 
theory differs from Durkheim’s in three key ways. First, he rejects Durkheim’s essentialist view of 
human nature—i.e., the insatiable desire and greed of human beings that in Durkheim’s theory 
would cause anomie if not regulated appropriately. From Merton’s perspective, it is culture that 
creates insatiable desire and greed, not human nature. Second, he rejects the view that it is the rate 
of change in society that creates anomie. Unlike Durkheim, Merton (1938, 1968) believes that 
anomie can also emerge in a stable society. All that is needed for anomie to come to the fore is a 
disparity between cultural values and institutional means. 
Merton’s theory of social structure and anomie differs from Durkheim’s in a third respect. 
Durkheim focuses on anomie in his study of a specific form of suicide— anomic suicide. Arguably, 
Durkheim focuses on the ultimate destructive personal consequence of anomie. However, Merton 
(1938) proposes that the disparity between cultural goals (ends) and legitimate norms (means) may 
be followed by a more diverse set of responses than suicide. He identifies five different responses to 
anomie which he labels “modes of adaptation” (see Table 1). These are conformity, innovation, 
ritualism, retreatism, and rebellion. Conformity occurs when individuals accept the cultural 
aspirations and adhere to the institutionally prescribed norms. A retreatist mode of adaptation refers 
to situations in which individuals reject both the culturally valued goals and institutionally 
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prescribed norms (rejection of both ends and means in Mertonian terms) and, as a result, isolate 
themselves from social and political life. Similarly, in a rebellion mode of adaptation, individuals 
reject both ends and means but also envision an alternative social order involving different ends and 
means.  
The other two modes of adaptation, innovation and ritualism, refer to a condition in which 
only one of either the culturally prescribed goals or the institutionally legitimated norms is adhered 
to and the other is rejected. Innovation occurs when individuals only accept the culturally valued 
goals and reject the legitimate means of achieving them. In this case, individuals may rely on 
illegitimate means to achieve the culturally valued goals. Ritualism occurs when individuals only 
accept the institutionally legitimized norms and reject the culturally valued goals – a form of joyless 
and ritualized conformity (Merton, 1938, 1968). Merton presents deviance (e.g., high rate of crime 
in the US) as a clearly innovative mode of adaptation. In this mode, individuals only accept the 
culturally valued goals of monetary success and reject the institutionally legitimate means to 
achieve these goals. That is, the deviants set out to achieve monetary success by any means 
necessary.  
 
Table 1 
Merton’s modes of individual adaptation to an anomic context 
Mode of adaptation Cultural goals and aspirations Institutionalized legitimate means 
Conformity  Accept Accept 
Retreatism Reject Reject 
Rebellion Reject the existing goals & 
replace them with new ones 
Reject the existing means & 
replace them with new ones 
Innovation Accept Reject  
Ritualism Reject Accept  
 
Merton’s theory has been criticized for its lack of a consistent macro- and micro-level 
analysis. Originally, Merton presented a macro-level analysis of anomie. However, when he later 
incorporated strain theory of crime the focus shifts to a micro-level explanation of anomie. Strain 
theory of crime (Agnew, 1992; Cohen, 1965; Merton, 1968) argues that when individuals’ goal 
seeking behaviors are blocked, individuals experience negative emotions (particularly frustration) 
and, as a coping strategy, they rely on antisocial behavior resulting in a high rate of anomie. This 
change in level of analysis brought anomie from the societal and structural level to a micro level, 
focusing on individuals’ goal-seeking behavior. However, Merton also proposes that those at the 
bottom of the social hierarchy experience more strain and thereby may experience more anomie. 
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Nevertheless, the inconsistent mix between macro-level “social structure and anomie” reasoning 
and the micro-level “goal orientation, opportunity, anomie and crime” paradigm has led some to 
conclude that Merton’s theoretical stand on anomie is too confusing (see Featherstone & Deflem, 
2003).  
Institutional Anomie Theory  
Messner and Rosenfeld (2001) propose another major theory of anomie in their book Crime 
and the American Dream. Messner and Rosenfeld (2001) propose that anomie is a state of society 
and that Merton’s theory of anomie was better suited to study individual’s deviant behavior than 
macro-level institutional anomie. In their Institutional Anomie Theory (IAT), Messner and 
Rosenfeld (2001) therefore revise Merton’s socioeconomic-based social structure argument and 
extend it by proposing an important role for institutional-based social structure.  
According to IAT, anomie refers to the disintegration of social controls and moral norms due 
to the malfunctioning of social institutions. Messner and Rosenfeld explain that such disintegration 
of social institutions is a problem in the US context resulting from the pursuit of the American 
Dream, which they define as “a broad cultural ethos that entails a commitment to the goal of 
material success, to be pursued by everyone in society, under conditions of open, individual 
competition” (Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001, p. 6). 
 IAT proposes that anomie is an institutional-based phenomenon and in a state of high 
anomie, the institutions that maintain the balance in society have weakened. Messner and Rosenfeld 
(2001) identify four major institutions including, economy, education, family, and polity and argue 
that anomie emerges when non-economic social institutions, as agents of control and balance in 
society, are becoming dominated by economic values which weaken their control capability. Based 
on IAT, the three institutions of family, education and polity, which have the potential to prevent 
anomie, adopt economic values, which deregulate their control capability. As a result, these 
institutions, which were supposed to control and regulate society members, become anomie-
producing agents by encouraging individuals’ commitment to material success as an important 
aspect of the American Dream.  
In addition to weakened control by noneconomic social institutions, Muftic (2006) argues 
that, based on IAT, four main cultural values that are embodied within the American Dream 
contribute to the institutionally created form of high anomie. These are achievement orientation 
(valuing individuals based on their success and end goals, a desire to be successful), individualism 
(the extent that achievements are seen to be acquired through individuals’ own effort), fetishism of 
money (very high value of economic success and accumulation of wealth), and universalism 
(expecting the same culturally valued achievement from all society members regardless of sex, race, 
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social class, creed, etc.). These four culturally prescribed values give credence to economic 
domination and along with weakened social control institutions contribute to the rise of anomie.  
IAT has been criticized for a number of reasons. For example, IAT is rather limited in scope 
in that it only focuses on crime, not on any other consequence of anomie. Furthermore, empirical 
evidence for IAT is mixed and there is limited evidence that anomie as defined by IAT leads to 
crime (Schoepfer & Piquero, 2006). What is more, empirically, it has been difficult to measure IAT 
constructs. Chamlin and Cochran (1995) reported that in tests of IAT predictions there has been a 
reliance on causes or consequences of anomie to measure anomie itself (e.g., church membership, 
rate of divorce) or a reliance on micro-level individual traits such as self-interest and self-
enhancement (see Konty, 2005) or values (e.g., individualism, achievement orientation, fetishism of 
money, and universalism values, see Muftic, 2006). Finally, like Merton, Messner and Rosenfeld 
(2001) focus on market economics and its effect on anomie. Such theorising fails to present good 
interactive micro-level and macro-level dynamics for the emergence of anomie and individuals’ 
responses to a social context with high anomie.  
Similarities and differences in previous conceptualisations of anomie  
There are some notable similarities and differences between these three theories of anomie 
(see Table 2 for a summary of the main premises of these theories). In terms of similarity, all three 
theories start from the assumption that anomie is a state of society. Despite their focus on different 
explanatory causes of anomie, such as fast societal changes (Durkheim, 1893/1997, 1897/1987), 
disparity between cultural goals and institutionalized means (Merton, 1938, 1968), and domination 
of economic values and lack of social control by non-economic institutions (Messner & Rosenfeld, 
2001), these theorists agree that anomie is the disruption within the societal-level structure. Another 
major similarity between these three previous theories is their focus on reasoning regarding that 
social circumstances or social structures affect individual psychological states (also see Olsen, 
1965). In the same vein, all theorists agree that the response to anomie is an individual-level 
behavioral response (Menard, 1995). This is evident in Durkheim’s (1897/1987) focus on suicide 
and individuals’ psychological state of meaninglessness in a high anomie context (for a review, see 
Acevedo, 2005), Merton’s (1938, 1968) modes of adaptation in response to anomie, and Messner 
and Rosenfeld’s (2001) focus on criminal and deviant behavior in response to anomie. The focus on 
individuals’ response to anomie is justified, as the inequality of opportunities or dysregulation of 
society is perceived by individuals and that perception is linked to individuals’ behavioral response 
(Menard, 1995). For instance, in Merton (1938, 1968) conceptualization, modes of adaptation 
(conformity, innovation, ritualism, retreatism, rebellion) depend on individuals’ perception of the 
(il)legitimacy of the cultural aspiration and/or the means of achieving that cultural aspiration, and 
their subsequent acceptance or rejection of those cultural aspiration and means.  
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These theories differ in what they see as the causes of anomie. These range from a focus on 
human nature and the modernization process (Durkheim, 1893/1997, 1897/1987) to a clash of 
cultural values and beliefs (Merton, 1968; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001). Orrù (1987) speculates that 
these differences are a result of the different times and places from which these theories emerged. 
That is, European theorising typically focuses on social change and transition (i.e., Durkheim) 
whereas American theorising typically takes as a starting point the cultural values relating to the 
American Dream (Merton, 1968; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001) and economic institutions (Messner 
& Rosenfeld, 2001). Another major difference relates to the outcomes of anomie. Durkheim mainly 
focuses on suicide, but theorising in the American tradition focuses mainly on crime and deviant 
behaviour.  
 
Table 2 
Theories of anomie 
Theorists of anomie Causes of anomie Definition of anomie 
 
Durkheim (1893/1997, 
1897/1987) 
Anomie as a result of crisis 
or social change (e.g. 
modernization) 
Lack of a proper regulation over 
individuals insatiable desires 
during a social transition or crisis 
 
Merton (1938, 1968) 
 
Anomie as a cultural and 
socioeconomic status product 
Gap between culturally desirable 
aspirations and legitimate means 
to achieve them 
 
Messner & Rosenfeld 
(2001) 
 
Anomie as an institutional 
based anomalies 
 
Domination of strong economic 
purposes upon noneconomic 
institutions like education and 
family 
 
Empirical examinations of anomie 
Like its theoretical development, the operational definition of anomie is diverse and 
inconsistent (cf. Bjarnason, 2009; Clinard, 1964; Form, 1975). Many scales have been developed to 
measure anomie and these have often not been sufficiently validated. In general, there are some 
problems associated with the available scales, including their level of analysis, lack of clarify in 
operationalization of the concept, and lack of validity.  
The most well-known and highly cited scale to measure anomie is the Srole’s (1956) anomie 
scale. Specifically, Srole (1956) argues that anomie is represented at the individual level, describing 
anomie as a state of mind, specifically the degree to which an individual feels self-to-others distance 
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or isolation. Srole’s focus on individuals’ alienation from the social system (e.g., the social, 
political, economic, and normative systems) has led to a large body of research examining anomie 
at the individual level. In Srole’s (1956) anomie scale (see Table 3), five rather heterogeneous items 
were used including detachment from authority, irregularity and unpredictability of social norms, 
lack of life plan for future, and lack of trust.  
 
Table 3 
Srole’s (1956) anomie scale items 
1. There is little use in writing to public officials because often they aren’t really interested in 
the problems of average man. 
2. Nowadays a person has to live pretty much for today and let tomorrow take care of itself 
3. In spite of what some people say, a lot of average man is getting worse, not better.  
4. It’s hardly fair to bring children into the world with the way things look for the future.  
5. These days a person doesn’t really know whom he can count on. 
 
The Srole (1956) anomie scale has been criticized for a number of reasons. Researchers have 
argued that it suffers from acquiescence bias (due to dichotomous scale response format [Agree – 
Disagree] with no negatively worded item to be reverse-scored: see Carr, 1971), that it measures 
hopelessness and subjective feelings of despair and not anomie (Form, 1975; Kapsis, 1978; 
Rushing, 1971), that it confuses levels of analysis (Teevan, 1975), and for having modest reliability 
and lacking external validity (Travis, 1993). Despite the criticism, the Srole anomie scale has been 
influential in the anomie literature and this 5-item anomie scale has inspired the development of 
subsequent scales (e.g. Carr, 1971; Kapsis, 1978; McClosky & Schaar, 1965; Mizruchi, 1960; 
Nelson, 1968; Teevan, 1975; Zeitz, Medalie, & Alexander, 1969).  
The reliance on Srole’s anomie scale or the subsequent scales that were inspired by Srole, 
despite attracting an abundance of criticism (see Form, 1975), has given credence to and prioritized 
the micro-level approach towards anomie (cf. Featherstone, & Deflem, 2003; Orrù, 1987; Zhao, 
2007). The operationalization of anomie as an individual level construct presents anomie as a state 
of mind: a set of beliefs, feelings and attitudes in the individual’s mind (Davol & Reimanis, 1959; 
McClosky & Schaar, 1965). The operationalization of anomie as a state of mind has associated 
anomie with a tendency of individuals to be self-interested (Konty, 2005), normless (Baumer, 2007; 
Bjarnason, 2009; Menard, 1995), isolated and lonely (Fischer, 1973; Martin, 2000; Srole, 1956), 
having a felt sense of meaningless (Martin, 2000; Thorlindsson & Bernburg, 2004), and having a 
felt sense of purposelessness or powerlessness (for reviews, see Bjarnason, 2009; Form, 1975). As a 
result, the scales that focus on anomie as a state of mind suffer from the problem that the anomie 
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scale is identical to the psychological outcomes that it is intended to predict, thus potentially 
overlooking the anomie concept itself (Bjarnason, 1998, 2009; Form, 1975; Hilbert, 1986).  
On the other hand, those who conceptualize anomie as a societal-level phenomenon (e.g., 
Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001), perhaps due to the difficulty of measuring structure of the state of 
society (Steenvoorden, 2014),  also relied on personal outcomes to measure anomie such as the rate 
of suicide or homicide (Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001; Savolainen, 2000), or the endorsement of 
cultural values such as individualism and fetishism of money (Muftić, 2006), and uncertainty 
(Bjarnason, 1998). While these scholars assert that psychological outcomes would indicate the 
existence of anomie in society, these scales provide only a proxy for anomie, falling short of 
measuring the anomie concept itself.  
These variations in how anomie is measured have had several consequences. First, the 
diversity in definitions and operationalisations has added confusion to the field (cf. Bjarnason, 
2009; Clinard, 1964; Form, 1975). More precisely, the oscillation between individual and societal 
levels of analysis and theorising and the reliance on individual-level outcomes to measure anomie 
has created a blurred view of what anomie is. Second, there has been a mismatch between the 
conceptual and operational definition of anomie. Basic theorising emphasizes the macro-level 
structure of anomie while anomie operationalizations have mostly focused on the level of the 
individual. Finally, partly as a result of inconsistency between the levels of analysis, it is unclear in 
the literature how to distinguish between anomie and individuals’ responses to it.   
The future of the anomie concept 
This summary of the historical development of anomie concept shows that anomie refers to an 
abnormal or a pathological state. However, as can be seen in this overview, the conceptualization 
and operationalization of this concept, levels of analysis, outcomes of living in a context with high 
anomie – to list just a few – are far from clear. To begin with, there seems to be confusion over 
what exactly anomie is. The conceptualization changes from a variety of societal and mental states. 
This is an acute problem especially when it comes to empirical studies of anomie. Therefore, it 
would be helpful to develop a roadmap that provides guidance on the nature of the work that needs 
to be done to develop a sound psychological analysis of the anomie phenomenon.  
First and foremost, to understand anomie we need an approach that can present a dynamic 
interactive individual- and social-level analysis. A social psychological approach seems to be 
ideally suited to such a dynamic approach as it studies individuals within a social context (Oishi, 
Kesebir, & Snyder, 2009; Passas, 1995). Utilizing a social psychological approach to understand 
anomie would also help us to distinguish anomie from its psychological outcomes.  
Second, given that in empirical studies we have to rely on individual responses, there should 
be a clear way to operationalize this concept. The operationalization of anomie should spell out how 
27 
 
to capture anomie at the individual level without mixing the anomie concept with its psychological 
outcomes.  
Last but not least, there should be a more systematic investigation of the social-psychological 
processes by which anomie leads to psychological outcomes especially with regards to individuals’ 
social-self. Most studies on the psychological consequences of anomie have focused on the personal 
well-being outcomes and have overlooked the way anomie influences social behaviour, such as 
individuals’ engagement with their social world and their attitudes toward society (i.e., the 
superordinate group). Although anomie has always been considered as a precursor of major social 
changes or revolutions (see Alexander 1981), the socio-psychological process through which 
anomie leads to social change has remained rather unexplored. Clarifying the effect of anomie on 
individuals’ social behaviour and social identity would shed some light on these socio-
psychological processes.   
These considerations present important and provocative challenges that have not yet been 
treated within anomie literature and mainstream psychology. An attempt to provide a psychological 
analysis of anomie may provide new solutions for longstanding problems in the anomie literature, 
while at the same time advancing the study of psychology into social contexts with which current 
theorizing is relatively unfamiliar, including unstable and chaotic social contexts or countries that 
are going through social, economic, or political crises.  
Overview of aims  
The general purpose of this thesis is to present a psychological analysis of anomie. To achieve 
this purpose we will abide by the insights gathered from the historical trajectory of the anomie 
literature. Such an approach is helpful for building upon the previous body of theorising and testing 
of this concept while further extending these approaches in order to overcome their limitations. 
Thus, this thesis has several aims:  
1) This thesis aims to present a psychological theory of anomie to answer the questions:  
1a) what is anomie? 
1b) when and why does it arise? 
1c) how do individuals respond to anomie? 
2) The second main aim of this thesis is to develop a reliable and valid measure of anomie. 
3) Finally, this thesis aims to examine anomie empirically including (3a) a comparative 
cross-cultural examination of anomie and (3b) a test of individuals’ responses to anomie.  
Overview of the present thesis   
Broadly speaking, this thesis will present a theoretical and empirical examination of the 
psychology of anomie. The historical overview of the theoretical development and empirical 
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examination of the concept of anomie in the present chapter (Chapter 2) has illustrated the origin of 
the anomie concept and identified the trajectory of its emergence and the change of its meaning. 
The historical overview has clarified some pathways to move forward for the future development of 
anomie and has assisted us in developing the aims and objectives of the current study (see Table 4 
for a summary of the overview of the chapters and chapters’ objectives).  
Building on the aims and objectives presented in the historical overview of anomie, Chapter 3 
will present a psychological theory of anomie (aim 1) considering this concept as a shared 
perception of a state of society encompassing two conditions of the breakdown of social fabric (i.e., 
lack of trust and moral decline) and the breakdown in leadership (i.e., lack of legitimacy and 
effectiveness, aim 1a). Furthermore, the psychological analysis of anomie will focus on the socio-
psychological processes by which the anomie affects psychological outcomes such as the failure to 
satisfy four fundamental human needs (aim 1b). Most importantly, the psychological analysis of 
anomie will focus on what we argue are the two key responses to an anomic situation: a contraction 
of the personal self and a contraction of the social self (aim 1c). In sum, Chapter 3 will formulate a 
psychological conceptualization of anomie and will specify when anomie arises, and how 
individuals respond to social context with high anomie.   
As a major step to empirically examine the psychology of anomie, Chapter 4 will present the 
development of a new measure, the Perception of Anomie Scale (PAS), and an examination of its 
validity and reliability (aim 2). Across six studies, Chapter 4 will present evidence to explore and 
confirm the validity of 12-item PAS (Study1a-1b), examine the convergent and discriminant 
validity of the PAS (Study 2a-2c), and test the predictive validity of the PAS (Study 3a & 3b). In a 
cross-cultural context across 28 countries, we will examine whether PAS has the power to 
differentiate social contexts in a meaningful way (aim 3a) in terms of PAS’s differences across 
different countries and its relationship with societal indicators of economic, social and political 
stability such as standard of life, corruption, economic condition (poverty, unemployment), 
economic inequality, and social inequality. In addition, Chapter 4 will present evidence of the 
relationships between anomie as examined by PAS and constructs pertaining to contraction of 
personal self (e.g., life satisfaction) and contraction of social self (e.g., identification with country, 
aim 3b). We will argue that the PAS overcomes the limitations of previous scales by 
operationalizing anomie as a perception of the state of society and also that PAS provides a tool to 
capture the experience of individuals living in a high anomie context. 
Chapter 5 will investigate the way in which individuals living in a context with high anomie 
engage with their social world (aim 3b). Across three samples from Australia, the US and Iran, this 
chapter will show that anomie is associated with tribalism indicators including higher bounded trust 
(i.e., retraction of trust from the broader web of relational ties into smaller groups) and a projection 
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of familial ties onto smaller social circles (i.e., local fusion with small groups which promotes the 
development of familial ties). This chapter will also investigate how both anomie and tribalism are 
related to indicators of social contraction such as lower national identification. In sum, this chapter 
will focus on the ways that the perception of anomie influence individuals’ interaction with their 
surrounding social context and illustrate how anomie can influence inter-individual and inter-group 
processes.  
The final chapter (Chapter 6) will present a conclusion of the theoretical framework and 
empirical findings of our studies. We will focus on the implication of the development of the 
psychology of anomie and will reflect on how anomie can be a vehicle for psychology to engage 
with broader social contexts and the societies that suffer from some degree of instability.  
 
Table 4 
Summary of the overview of the chapter 
Chapters Content Objectives and aims 
Chapter 1 Introduction  Background of the thesis and Definition 
of anomie 
Chapter 2 A historical review of anomie Overview of literature 
This study’s aims and objectives 
Chapter 3 A psychological analysis of anomie Aim 1 including aims 1a, 1b, and 1c  
Chapter 4 Development of Perception of 
Anomie Scale (PAS) 
Aim 2, aim 3a, and part of aim 3b 
Chapter 5 Anomie and the contraction of the 
social self 
Aim 3b 
Chapter 6 Conclusion  Summary and implications of the 
theoretical development and findings 
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Chapter 3 
Towards a Psychological Analysis of Anomie2 
 
Abstract 
Anomie, as defined by sociologists, refers to a state of society characterized by deregulation and 
erosion of moral values. In the present conceptual analysis we bring the concept of anomie under a 
social psychological spotlight. We explore the conditions under which anomie arises and develop a 
model outlining various responses to anomie. We define anomie as a shared perception of the state 
of society and propose that two conditions must be met for anomie to emerge. First, a society’s 
social fabric must be perceived to be breaking down (i.e., lack of trust and erosion of moral 
standards). Second, a society’s leadership must be perceived to be breaking down (i.e., lack of 
legitimacy and effectiveness of leadership). We highlight two key responses of individuals to an 
anomic situation: a contraction of the personal self and a contraction of the social self. We discuss 
how a psychology of anomie can inform and advance broader theorizing on group processes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
2 This is a theoretical manuscript that has been revised and resubmitted:  
Teymoori, A., Bastian, B., & Jetten, J. (revised and resubmitted). Towards a psychological analysis of anomie. Political 
Psychology. 
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Towards a Psychological Analysis of Anomie 
The concept of anomie is well established within sociological literature. It is often defined 
as “a state of society” (Durkheim, 1897/1987; Merton, 1938, 1968; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001) 
and is understood to arise to the extent that a particular social system begins to crumble or fall apart. 
Whether this is due to rapid social change, the absence of agreed upon norms, or long-lasting social, 
economic, or political crises, the state of anomie exists at the interface between the individual and 
the social system. Such an approach to anomie was explicit in Durkheim’s (1897/1987) use of the 
term to describe the social – as opposed to individual – roots of suicide. In the following 
contribution, we outline a psychological analysis of anomie. In doing so it is our goal to bring a 
well-established, yet psychologically novel, concept into the purview of psychological theorizing.  
We believe that social psychology is particularly well equipped to deliver insights into the 
nature of anomie. As a discipline, psychology specializes in understanding the interaction of 
individuals and their social contexts, including how individuals respond to broader socio-structural 
change (see Oishi, Kesebir, & Snyder, 2009; Tajfel, 1982). Nonetheless psychologists do not as yet 
have a solid theoretical paradigm from which to understand societies that are crumbling. 
Developing psychological theorizing on anomie is both important and timely. By engaging with the 
sociological literature on anomie, opportunities present themselves to extend the types of contexts 
to which psychology can be applied.  
We present a psychological perspective addressing when and how anomie arises, as well as 
how individuals respond to anomie. By developing a psychological theory of anomie we aim to 
provide a basis from which psychologists can begin to better understand failing or troubled 
societies. We hope that such an analysis will open up new avenues for research and help to develop 
deeper insights into these kinds of social contexts. As such, we aim to uncover the psychological 
factors that contribute to societal decay and the psychological responses of individuals who live in 
such societies. Furthermore, we aim to elucidate the dynamic nature of social decay, examining 
both how societies may sink into anomie and how micro-level individual responses may contribute 
to macro-level societal perceptions and thereby produce, maintain, or overcome a state of anomie. 
Why a Psychology of Anomie?   
Sociologists have relied on the concept of anomie to describe contexts characterized by 
instability. Consider Nepal, a country that over the last decade has faced an ongoing political crisis, 
rapid changes of leadership, the absence of a functioning and legitimate justice system, and frequent 
and severe rioting and societal disintegration. These events have not only destabilized the society, 
but have also led to a power vacuum within which there is little consensus over what should be 
considered the status quo. For this reason, the current situation in Nepal has been described as 
chaotic, unstable and even as hooliganistic (see Racovita, Murray, & Sharma, 2013). A similar 
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dynamic has emerged in Greece, where severe economic downturn, unemployment and the absence 
of effective government has led to a dramatic rise in radical political movements at both ends of the 
political spectrum (e.g., Independent Greeks, SYRIZA, and Golden Dawn). The rise of these 
extremist political parties is a response to a failing society, one whose members no longer have the 
means to achieve their aspirations and in which the social fabric and societal regulation is perceived 
to be in decay (Ellinas, 2013). 
Other examples include Iran (Heydari, Teymoori, Haghish, & Mohamadi, 2014; Heydari, 
Teymoori, & Nasiri, 2014), countries with a long history of war such as Yugoslavia (see Jamieson, 
1998), countries undergoing massive political change like South Africa (Huschka & Mau, 2006), 
and Eastern European countries facing ideological and political change after the fall of the Soviet 
Union (Ådnanes, 2007; Genov, 1998). Anomie has also been used to describe the social climate of 
prosperous countries such as the US, which is characterized by low levels of generalized trust and 
high levels of income inequality (see Merton, 1938, 1968; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001).  
 It is probably fair to say that, to date, psychology has not been well equipped to provide 
insights into social contexts that are destabilized, crumbling, or chaotic. Despite the fact that 
dominant social psychological theories such as social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), 
system justification theory (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004) and social dominance theory (Sidanius & 
Pratto, 2001) speak to the way that the socio-structural context and collective-level processes more 
generally affect individual-level outcomes, what these theoretical frameworks have in common is 
that they originated in Western Europe and/or Northern America. We argue that the broader cultural 
and socio-structural context in which these theories were developed has left its mark. For example, 
all three theoretical frameworks take as a starting point a position in which society is largely 
stratified and in which there exists consensus about which groups are at the top of the hierarchy and 
which at the bottom. Even if low-status groups challenge the status quo and engage in collective 
protest to change the status relations in such contexts, they do so against the backdrop of a largely 
orderly and functioning society. When they challenge the legitimacy of those in power, they do so 
with an understanding of who those in power are. When lower status group members engage in 
upward mobility, they know who they want to join and which groups they would like to leave 
behind. In short, all three theoretical frameworks assume that, while different parties in a society 
might disagree on whether the status quo is desirable or not, they all agree that a status quo of a 
certain nature exists. But this is not the case in societies that are characterized by political or 
economic crisis or decades of war, where fragmentation, erosion of the social fabric, and a collapse 
of the social and economic infrastructure has taken hold. It is therefore likely that these frameworks 
are ill-suited to explain contexts where the social structure has eroded. Thus, while there are 
certainly important ways in which these three theoretical frameworks can inform a psychological 
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analysis of anomie, we will not take them as a starting point for our analysis. Instead, we begin by 
examining (without theoretical preconceptions) contexts where social structure has broken down.  
Approaching Anomie as a Psychological Construct 
Within the sociological tradition, different authors have tended to define anomie in different 
ways, oscillating between a focus on the social system (e.g., deregulation, see Durkheim, 
1897/1987) and a focus on individual values and beliefs systems (see Muftić, 2006). In many cases 
anomie has been defined in terms of a wide range of cultural values and norms such as 
individualism, achievement orientation, and fetishism of money (Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001), and 
the degree of corruption within a given society (Andvig, 2006). In addition, a range of 
psychological outcomes have been linked to anomie such as alienation (Srole, 1956), 
meaninglessness, helplessness or confusion (Thorlindsson & Bernburg, 2004), rejection of social 
norms or normlessness (Bjarnason, 2009), suicide (e.g., Durkheim, 1897/1987; Heydari, et al., 
2014), and withdrawal from civic engagement (e.g., Norasakkunkit & Uchida, 2011). While the 
diversity of approaches to understanding and defining anomie have led to valuable insights, it has 
also led to the concept of anomie being clouded and splintered to some degree, and importantly has 
led to a lack of integration between societal and individual-level analyses.  
We take Durkheim’s (1897/1987) definition of anomie, perhaps the best-known and most 
widely accepted definition, as a starting point to our analysis. According, we define anomie as 
involving the breakdown of social integration and social regulation. We adopt this definition here 
because it does justice to the collective dimension of anomie. Societies crumble to the extent that a 
sufficient number of people perceive those societies as crumbling and respond accordingly. When a 
sufficient number of people feel that the regulation of their society is failing them, that moral 
standards are eroding, and that generalized trust is in decline, they in turn withdraw from others and 
focus on protecting their more narrowly defined personal interests. Thus, with the definition of 
anomie as the breakdown of social integration and social regulation, we can see that anomie 
involves collective perceptions and collective responses. We therefore define anomie as the shared 
perception that society is breaking down.  
Two aspects of this definition are important. First, we focus on the sharedness of perceptions. 
We propose that anomie cannot be experienced by lone individuals, but rather arises to the extent 
that anomie-producing perceptions seep into the collective consciousness, shaping a widespread 
consensually agreed-upon perception of the general socio-political climate across different social 
strata and social groups. Although it is likely that anomie is higher in some groups that in others 
(e.g., those with lower socioeconomic status, see Merton, 1938, 1968), anomie itself, perhaps akin 
to the concept of ‘zeitgeist’ (van der Bles, Postmes, & Meijer, 2015), is a macro-level phenomenon 
shared in collective consciousness (Durkheim, 1897/1987, 1893/1997; Merton, 1938, 1968). 
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Second, consistent with psychological theorizing (see Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Moscovici, & 
Duveen, 2000), anomie is a social perception. Even though there may be particular background 
factors that are necessary for anomie and that have their roots in economic, political and social 
reality (e.g., rapid societal changes, economic growth or crises, economic inequality, war or civil 
conflict), the existence of anomie depends on the perception of these background factors, not on the 
factors themselves. 
Combining the notion that anomie refers to shared perceptions, the extent to which 
background triggers translate into a state of anomie depends on the extent to which they are 
communicated intersubjectively within a given context, i.e., the extent to which “individuals 
participate actively in the construction and reproduction of intersubjective reality through their 
perceptions and actions” (Chiu, Gelfand, Yamagishi, Shteynberg, & Wan, 2010, p. 483). Through a 
continuing process of social verification, in a bottom-up fashion, individually held beliefs transform 
into shared perceptions (Hardin & Higgins, 1996) whereby an intersubjective ‘sense-making’ 
process serves to construct a shared understanding between members of a particular society 
regarding their social world (Chiu et al., 2010; Moscovici & Duveen, 2000; Postmes, Haslam, & 
Swaab, 2005).  
Consistent with these social perception and contextual constructionism analyses, in our 
approach to anomie we distinguish between macro-level processes, defined as a shared perception 
of the state of society, and micro-level processes, defined as the individual behavioral responses to 
perceived anomie. We argue that anomie exists when people communicate their perceptions of 
macro-level processes and patterns within a given social context. Obviously shared perceptions of a 
given society, including the collective consensus on whether it is in a state of anomie, are shaped by 
the functioning of that society. But these perceptions are then amplified and allowed to circulate and 
become dispersed through the process of social communication. In addition, social communication 
can translate into behavioral tendencies which can themselves either reinforce or ameliorate the 
extent of perceived anomie. Shared perceptions of anomie motivate a suite of individual behavioral 
responses, including withdrawal from others, the emergence of authoritarian thinking, and a 
preference for cohesive (tribal) communities. By separating micro-level processes from the macro-
level shared perception of society, we provide an approach for understanding of how anomie may 
emerge from a shared perception regarding the state of society and in turn lead to individual 
responses that serve to reinforce perceived anomie. We treat each of these in turn. 
Anomie as a Macro-Level Perception of Society 
Further developing our analysis of anomie, and again drawing from classic sociological work 
by Durkheim (1897/1987), we propose that there are two necessary conditions for anomie: a 
perception of disintegration and a perception of disregulation. Disintegration refers to the 
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perception that there is widespread moral disruption in society (see Durkheim, 1897/1987, 
1893/1997; Passas, 1995) and a perception that the social fabric is breaking down (i.e., that the 
superordinate group is no longer held together by trust and moral standards for behavior). 
Disregulation refers to the perception that leadership is breaking down (i.e., that social regulation is 
undermined by illegitimate and ineffective leadership; for a review, see Passas, 1995). We argue 
that it is only to the extent that there is a perceived breakdown of social fabric and a perceived 
breakdown of leadership (two pillars of a healthy and functioning social system) that a society can 
be considered to be in a state of anomie. Furthermore, we argue that these two perceptions are 
dynamically inter-related and reinforce each other to produce anomie. We review each of these 
conditions separately. 
Breakdown in social fabric. We define social fabric as the extent to which (a) trust and (b) 
consensual moral standards are perceived to be evident within superordinate groups. Both trust and 
consensual moral standards provide strong bonding capital: they facilitate social networking within 
socially heterogeneous societies, they increase the number of weak ties in society (connections 
between more distant people, including across group divides), and they facilitate information 
sharing (see Granovetter, 1973, 1983; Putnam, 2000; Uslaner, 2002). By doing so, these factors 
contribute to cohesiveness of society, motivating individuals to engage in collective action to 
further the interests of the superordinate group (see Tajfel, 1982). Under these conditions, 
subgroups within these societies perceive that their identity is recognized and respected and they 
will therefore embrace the superordinate group (Hornsey & Hogg, 2000). 
Social fabric starts to breakdown when trust and agreed upon moral standards breakdown, 
and, in turn, when weak ties and civic engagement across subgroups begin to erode (Brehm & 
Rahn, 1997; Putnam, 2000). Under these conditions, people are less likely to behave pro-socially 
(Uslaner, 2002), are more inclined to lie, cheat, steal and engage in corruption or condone it (Tay, 
Herian, & Diener, 2014), behaviors that reinforce the perception of a weak social fabric.  
Breakdown in leadership. We identify two important and interrelated qualities of leadership 
that can contribute to effective social regulation within the superordinate group: leaders have to be 
perceived as (a) legitimate and (b) effective. Legitimate leadership exists to the extent that people 
feel that their leaders are fair in their treatment of the society at large (Habermas, 1975; Haslam, 
Reicher, & Platow, 2011). Effective leaders take action to realize group goals, initiate and continue 
working on structures, practices, and activities, and they create opportunities and material outcomes 
for the group (Haslam et al., 2011; Steffens et al., 2014). The distinction between legitimate and 
effective leadership maps onto the well-known distinction between procedural and distributive 
processes. This means that leaders are perceived to act in ways that support both distributive 
fairness (the fair distribution of resources and the equal protection of all society members; Tyler, 
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2006) and procedural fairness (the perception that leaders abide by the appropriate procedures and 
societal laws in making their decisions; see Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler, 2006). Procedural fairness 
extends to the perception that leaders have been fairly chosen and that they represent those that are 
perceived as legitimate ingroup members.  
 We argue that leadership is perceived to be breaking down to the extent that leaders are 
considered to be illegitimate, i.e., to the extent that they are seen to be failing to fairly distribute 
resources and follow appropriate procedures, and seen as not fairly chosen and failing to represent 
society’s members. Under these conditions, people no longer feel the obligation to cooperate and 
comply with the leader’s directions.  
We now turn to analysis of how the dynamic relationship between these two dimension of 
breakdown in social fabric and breakdown in leadership creates anomie in a society.   
How does anomie emerge?  
The dynamic interaction of the two dimensions of anomie – the perceptions that the social 
fabric and the leadership are breaking down – can be illustrated by examining four possible states of 
society, from low anomie to high anomie (see Figure 1).  
The first state, low anomie, exists to the extent that people perceive that the social fabric and 
leadership are healthy and functioning (or at least not breaking down). Anomie is low in such 
contexts and the collectively shared perception of good leadership and strong social fabric will 
contribute to a healthy and functioning society. Furthermore, these two factors tend to reinforce 
each other. When leadership is perceived to be effective and legitimate, members of that society 
will feel that those leaders represent all members of society (Haslam et al., 2011; Tyler, 2006), in 
turn fostering a shared sense of identity and providing the bedrock for trust and consensual moral 
standards to emerge. In other words, effective and legitimate leadership serves to promote and 
reinforce the social fabric of a given society (see Haslam et al., 2011; Reicher, Haslam, & Hopkins, 
2005). This same interdependence may work in the other direction: to the extent that societies 
possess strong social fabric, that is, when they are cohesive and unified, they will tend to elect 
leaders who are more prototypical and therefore more likely to be perceived as representative of all 
members of society (see Haslam et al., 2011). Thus, when both breakdown of social fabric and 
breakdown of leadership are low, they reinforce each other, maintaining the low anomie state of 
society. 
 The next two states characterize societies where anomie has not yet fully emerged, but where 
one of the pillars is perceived to be crumbling, either leadership or social fabric. Each of these 
perceptions is likely to positively influence the other.  
A disregulated society occurs to the extent that there is consensus that there is a breakdown of 
leadership, which in turn may serve to weaken the social fabric of a society (see pathway 1 in 
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Figure 1). More specifically, to the extent that leaders are seen as ineffective (for reviews, see 
Reicher et al., 2005; Tyler, 2006) and unfair (see Haslam & Reicher, 2007; Reicher et al., 2005) the 
cohesiveness of the broader social environment and therefore the social fabric of the society at large 
will be under threat (see pathway 1 in Figure 1). In addition, despotism and nepotism lead to 
alienation and marginalization, eroding a sense of belonging within the community, trust in others, 
and the perception of consensual moral standards.  
A disintegrated society develops with a consensus that social fabric has broken down, and is 
characterized by a lack of trust and consensual moral standards, in which everyone follows their 
own self-interest (see Durkheim, 1897/1987). These fractures in the social fabric may likely lead to 
the collapse and breakdown of leadership over time, as members of a society fail to agree that 
leaders are representative of all (see pathway 2 in Figure 1; see Haslam et al., 2011; Reicher et al., 
2005).  
In instances of both disregulation and disintegration, when the leadership or social fabric is 
breaking down, that condition of society puts pressure on the other dimension. It is in this way that 
collectively shared perceptions of anomie may emerge; whether it is the perceived lack of trust and 
consensual moral standards within a given society that in turn undermine the collective consensus 
that the leadership is legitimate and effective, or the perception of illegitimate and ineffective 
leadership that undermines the collective consensus that people can be trusted, anomie emerges to 
the extent that both of these pillars of society begin to collapse.  
As such, it is the interdependence of collective perceptions of leadership and social fabric 
within a society that underpins our theorizing around anomie whereby both types of breakdown are 
co-occurring, mutually reinforcing, and thereby triggering a downwards spiral leading towards the 
fourth state of society, high anomie, in which both leadership and social fabric is perceived to have 
broken down.  
The cumulative increase in perceived breakdown of both leadership and social fabric is the 
beginning of the emergence of high anomie in society. There are, however, other factors that 
influence the emergence of anomie, to which we now turn our discussion.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework of anomie whereby the interaction between a perception that 
social fabric and leadership are breaking down produces different states of anomie.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When does anomie emerge? 
There are multiple factors influencing the emergence of anomie. These include relevant 
objective events or states of society, as well as their interpretation and communication. 
Furthermore, we argue that certain events can act as triggers or tipping points, accelerating 
communication and the development of shared perceptions, and therefore enhancing the emergence 
of anomie. 
As noted earlier, a number of key objective factors are likely to be present in social contexts 
where anomie exists. These may include the threat of war, long histories of war, or emergence of 
terrorist activities (e.g., Jamieson, 1998), extensive political, ideological and institutional change 
(Ådnanes, 2007; Genov, 1998; Huschka & Mau, 2006), or high levels of social inequality and crime 
(e.g., Merton, 1938, 1968; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001). While not exhaustive, this list highlights 
that for anomie to emerge there needs to be a significant level of social, political, and economic 
disruption within a given society.  
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The appropriate background context is necessary for anomie to occur, but it is not sufficient. 
Rather, processes of interpretation and social communication determine whether anomie emerges. 
For instance, a severe global economic downturn may lead to a perception that the leadership is 
failing at its economic objectives and that the fabric of society is beginning to tear due to rising 
unemployment. On the other hand, if the economic downturn were perceived to be a matter of 
external factors, it may never produce such a perception. Furthermore, when high levels of pre-
existing trust in government and in other members of society exist, economic hard times could also 
potentially bring people together and increase societal functioning (see Mols & Jetten, 2015). It is 
possible to imagine similarly divergent responses in the case of war or other threats such as the 
sudden outbreak of disease. Thus, how people interpret and communicate perceptions of objective 
events due to various external or internal factors will affect the development of anomie. 
This process can be accelerated by a triggering event that accelerates social communication 
and gives rise to the intersubjective reality of anomie. To take a recent example, a simple rubbish 
crisis in Lebanon rapidly sparked into a debate about the ‘polluted political structure’ (Mouawad, 
2015). Another well-known example comes from Ferguson in the US, where the fatal shooting of a 
black civilian by police officers led to civil unrest and violence that continues today. These 
triggering events, often broadcast widely and possessing high emotional content, can be tipping 
points at which a perception of anomie becomes consolidated within a given society and a 
consensus emerges that the society as a whole is failing (also see threshold models, Granovetter, 
1978). Such events allow anomie to persist and spread, turning individual perceptions into 
collectively shared ones (Bar-Tal, 2000; Moscovici, & Duveen, 2000).  
By considering the interaction of background factors and social communication processes and 
the interdependence of the two dimensions of anomie (breakdown in leadership and social fabric) 
we have developed a picture of when and how societies may sink into anomie. Critically, our 
analysis also provides insights into ways in which a society may protect against, and even emerge 
from, anomie (see below). Before doing so, we will develop an account of the micro-level aspect of 
anomie. That is, how individuals may respond to a society that is perceived as decaying, an 
understanding of which is critical for a psychological analysis of anomie.  
Micro-Level Behavioral Responses to Anomie 
The first step in understanding how people respond to anomie is to develop insights into what 
living in an anomic context means for individuals as well as collectives. We argue that the primary 
psychological effect of anomie is that a society with high anomie fails to satisfy four fundamental 
human needs. Based on a taxonomy by Williams (2009), we distinguish a need for a meaningful 
life, a need for self-esteem, a need to belong and connect to others, and a need to have a sense of 
personal and collective control and security (see also Greenaway, Cruwys, Haslam & Jetten, 2016). 
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Previous research has shown that anomie is associated with a sense of meaninglessness 
(Thorlindsson & Bernburg, 2004), a lack of self-esteem and belonging (see Srole, 1956), a lack of 
meaningful connection with society (Durkheim, 1897/1987), a belief that the world is dangerous 
and threatening (Hilbert, 1986) and, since nothing is certain at both a personal and collective level 
(Bjarnason, 2009), compromised personal and collective control. 
To understand these various psychological outcomes we identify two general responses to 
anomie.3 First, we focus on a well-known response to anomie: the notion that anomie reduces well-
being and mental health. Because these responses involve a reduction of the richness of an 
individual’s personal world and its potential as well as negative psychological outcomes, we refer to 
this response as the contraction of the personal self. We will outline below how a contraction of the 
personal self may lead to the adoption of authoritarianism to satisfy fundamental human needs. 
Second, reflecting on less well examined and understood outcomes of anomie, we suggest that the 
frustration of fundamental needs satisfaction induced by anomie is associated with a withdrawal 
from, and disidentification with, the superordinate group. Because this response involves reduced 
engagement with the broader social world, we refer to it as the contraction of the social self (see 
Figure 2). As we will discuss, contraction of social self might give rise to the emergence of 
tribalism whereby individuals seek out smaller groups with which to identify. 
 
Figure 2. Conceptual framework of anomie and its psychological outcomes 
 
 
 
                                                
3 Even though these two types of responses are not separate (i.e., there is considerable overlap and interaction between 
the two), in order to develop our conceptual model, for now, we treat them as unconnected and distinct responses. 
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Contraction of Personal Self 
There is a large body of work showing evidence for an association between anomie, either as 
a whole or as one of its two dimensions, and a contraction of the personal self, characterized by 
reduced well-being. Perhaps the most striking is Durkheim’s (1897/1987) work showing high rates 
of suicide in anomic societies. Other studies have reported that anomie is related to reduced well-
being and life satisfaction (Blanco & Díaz, 2007), reduced happiness (Brockmann, Delhey, Welzel, 
& Yuan, 2009), and depression (Lantz & Harper, 1990). The BBC Prison Study, which divided 
participants into groups of prisoners and guards, demonstrated too that when trust in others and 
consensus around leadership and group effectiveness broke down, participants experienced 
increased stress, depression, and burnout, and higher cortisol levels (Haslam et al., 2011). A 
breakdown of social fabric (e.g., reduced trust and social capital) is associated with reduced well-
being and depression (Cruwys, Haslam, Dingle, Haslam, & Jetten, 2014; Helliwell & Putnam, 
2004; Putnam, 2000). Evidence also shows that effective leadership is associated with the 
psychological well-being of constituents (Helliwell & Putnam, 2004), a relationship also evident 
within organizational settings (e.g. Steffens et al., 2014).   
 One of the reasons that a breakdown in social fabric and leadership may impact negatively 
on well-being is that these factors are associated with a failure to satisfy fundamental human needs 
(i.e., a need for meaning, a need for self-esteem, a need to belong, and a need for control, see 
Greenaway et al., 2016; Williams, 2009). This approach to understanding the effects of anomie is 
consistent with Merton’s (1938, 1968) description of anomie as a state that arises when people lack 
legitimate means to achieve cultural aspirations, a state in which feelings of hopelessness and 
helplessness emerge. Supportive of these effects of anomie, Ådnanes (2007) found that anomie 
manifested itself in post-communist Bulgarian youth in a range of psychological reactions such as a 
strong sense of lost personal and collective control, a sense of uncertainty, and lack of social 
connectivity.  
Authoritarianism as a response to personal contraction 
When one’s fundamental needs are not met, one response is the reliance on alternative 
strategies to satisfy those needs, such as the emergence of control-restoring ideologies. There is now 
considerable evidence that, in a context where basic needs have not been met (e.g., high anomie and 
subsequent uncertainty and insecurity, living in atomized society), people start to value authority 
and strong leadership, and they become intolerant of those more distant from themselves (Arendt, 
1951; Haslam & Reicher, 2007). A lack of control has been linked with higher authoritarianism 
(Agroskin, 2010), and the relationship between anomie and the rise of authoritarianism is well-
established (Arendt, 1951; Oesterreich, 2005; Scheepers, Felling, & Peters, 1992; Srole, 1956). 
Recent work by Fritsche, Jonas, and Kessler (2011) shows that a crisis threatening both individual 
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personal control and societal cohesion creates more ethnocentric reactions and intolerance of 
outgroup members. In a similar vein, in their BBC Prison Study Haslam and Reicher (2007) found 
that a failure to cooperate within a larger prison system enhanced uncertainty, insecurity and 
instability and this facilitated the desire for strong and authoritarian leadership.  
We propose that a shift towards authoritarian ideologies in an attempt to satisfy fundamental 
human needs may counteract the negative effects of anomie on well-being outcomes (contraction of 
personal self). Specifically, by allowing the individual to restore a sense that their fundamental 
needs are being or will be satisfied, authoritarian ideologies may also protect the individual against 
feelings of distress associated with anomie (Van Hiel & De Clercq, 2009).   
Contraction of Social Self 
In addition to a contraction of the personal self, people may also contract their social selves 
in response to anomie, a tendency to disengage from the broader web of weak ties with more distant 
others within the society at large. Although this response is less well documented, the connection 
between the dimensions of anomie and a contraction of the social self can be extrapolated from 
existing evidence.  
A contraction of the social self occurs in response to a perceived lack of fundamental need 
satisfaction. When people perceive that leaders are no longer effective and when trust and moral 
norms are in decline, this increases the potential costs of engaging in cooperative and mutually 
beneficial interactions with others (Axelrod, 2006) and this undermines a sense of meaning, self-
esteem, connectedness and control. Withdrawal from one’s broader web of weak ties serves to 
protect people from these costs and prevents the potential for personal loss.  
 This waning of cooperation and trust across networks of weak ties has the macro-level effect 
of leaving a social system fragmented and incoherent, and the micro-level effect of disrupting an 
individual’s integration into the larger society (Granovetter, 1973, 1983). As schisms within society 
emerge, subgroup relations deteriorate (Sani, 2005), and identification with the superordinate group 
weakens (Hornsey & Hogg, 2000), leading individuals to retract from society at large. Van 
Snippenburg and Scheepers (1991) assert that anomie was one of the major reasons for political 
apathy in the Netherlands during mid-80s. These authors argue that detachment of individuals from 
society, due to perceived anomie, resulted in decreased motivation to engage in proactive action 
(see Ådnanes, 2007; Van Snippenburg & Scheepers, 1991). One way in which a lack of control 
manifests itself is the tendency for individuals to withdraw from social life (Leger, 1980).  
Tribalism as a response to social contraction 
 We argue that people are likely to seek out the satisfaction of fundamental human needs 
within the context of smaller groups. In fragmented and incoherent societies, not only will people 
withdraw from their weak and cross-cutting social ties, they will also seek to replace these with 
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strong, safe, and secure ties. People focus on “battening down the hatches” or “hunkering down” 
(Putnam, 2007) by seeking to strengthen the integration and cohesion of the smaller groups to 
which they belong.  
Therefore, contraction of the social self induced by anomie will be associated with the 
emergence of ‘tribalism’ (see Maffesoli, 1996), the tendency for individuals to coalesce into highly 
cohesive small groups which might produce strong familial-like ties by virtue of their cohesiveness 
(see Swann, Jetten, Gómez, Whitehouse, & Bastian, 2012).  
‘Tribal’ groups may have outspoken political or ideological agendas (see Antonio, 2000), or 
may provide only the promise of physical protection (see Jugert & Duckitt, 2009), depending on 
their group goals, group dynamics and other external factors. Tribalized groups may close 
themselves off from mainstream society in an attempt to protect themselves from anomie (e.g., 
Amish groups in the US). Alternatively, they may politicize and engage in social change, either 
toward a left-wing (Syriza in Greece, Podemos party in Spain) or a right-wing direction (e.g., 
Golden Down in Greece), and either aimed at stabilizing society by restoring legitimate and 
effective leadership or taking the form of extremist pro-group behavior or terrorism (see van 
Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008). 
Such smaller groups are attractive when anomie is high because they serve to satisfy 
fundamental human needs, restoring a sense of personal and collective control (Fritsche et al., 
2011), providing their members with a common purpose and connectedness (Durkheim, 1897/1987, 
1893/1997), and providing a secure foundation for self-definition (Hamilton, Sherman, & Castelli, 
2002) and identification (Castano, Yzerbyt, & Bourguignon, 2003). Within such groups the 
boundaries of the personal and social self become permeable, and fusion with the group may occur, 
creating strong relational ties and promoting a willingness to fight and die for the needs of the group 
(Swann et al., 2012).  
 In facilitating satisfaction of individuals’ fundamental needs and protecting individuals from 
dangerous or threatening environments, tribalism may have a number of positive effects. There is a 
large body of work suggesting that groups satisfy fundamental needs (Greenaway et al., 2016). 
Because they provide a sense of belonging, tribalized groups can have positive consequence for 
well-being (Jetten, Haslam, & Haslam, 2012), acting as a buffer against stress and anxiety (Haslam, 
O'Brien, Jetten, Vormedal, & Penna, 2005), and preventing negative psychological outcomes (see 
also Haslam, Jetten, Postmes, & Haslam, 2009; Haslam et al., 2005; Jetten et al., 2012). In addition, 
Haslam and colleagues (2005) found that when facing life challenges, higher identification with 
family and friends (strong ties) significantly predicted lower stress, lower depression and higher life 
satisfaction.  
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Interactions between Micro and Macro Level Effects of Anomie  
Our analysis of anomie allows for an understanding of how macro-level perceptions and 
micro-level individual behaviors work together to produce and reinforce anomie. We propose that 
micro-level behavioral responses to anomie (i.e., personal contraction and social contraction) feed 
back into macro-level perceptions of the state of society in a manner depicted in Figure 2. 
Contraction of the both the personal self and social self leads to a reduced motivation to socially 
engage with one’s community. This reinforces the notion that the social fabric is in decay. 
Furthermore, a shift towards authoritarian ideologies and a preference for highly cohesive groups 
(i.e., tribalism) further leads to breakdown of social fabric and this is related to greater distrust of 
leaders and their motivations. 
Critically, given this understanding of the interaction between micro and macro level, our 
analysis opens up new opportunities for understanding how to combat anomie through both 
changing individual-level behavior and shaping macro-level perceptions of the society at large. For 
instance, subsequent to anomie, tribalized groups might politicize and engage in social change, 
which may lead to emancipatory responses to the unfairness of a totalitarian authority and bring a 
society back out of anomie (e.g., the anti-apartheid movement led by Mandela in South Africa). 
Other ways to overcome anomie involve macro-level interventions in the lead up to the emergence 
of anomie whereby authorities take prevention measures that can reverse the development of the 
perceived breakdown of social fabric and leadership. For instance, the processes that lead from 
disregulated and disintegrated societies to a high anomie society (Figure 1) could possibly be 
blocked if policies and strategies are put forward that aim to engage different communities, create 
shared identification and effective regulation, moving disregulated and disintegrated societies 
toward a low (rather than high) anomie society.  
Using a social psychological analysis of anomie enables us to understand such a dynamic 
process in the interaction between micro and macro level effects of anomie. This understanding 
opens up opportunities to disentangle processes that contribute to the emergence of anomie and also 
illuminates ways to overcome a state of high anomie in society.  
What Does a Psychological Analysis of Anomie Have to Offer? 
Drawing from well-established psychological theories we have offered a new 
conceptualization of anomie that provides an updated account of the concept of anomie. Questions 
may still remain about what advantages are offered by a psychological analysis of anomie, in 
contrast to a sociological analysis. A psychological analysis of anomie advances the study of 
anomie by clarifying the distinction between collective- and individual-level processes and by 
providing a conceptual framework for operationalizing and measuring anomie, as well as by 
offering new avenues for research into anomie. Our psychological account of anomie also has the 
45 
 
potential to bridge the gap between sociology and psychology, and expand the scope of 
psychological theorizing 
First, psychology is particularly well equipped to provide an analysis of the interplay between 
individual- and collective-level processes (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Although we have drawn 
on ideas developed within sociology in constructing our account, it is only by incorporating new 
thinking within psychology on connections and interaction between collective- and individual-level 
processes that we have been able to develop insights into the dynamics of anomie and individuals’ 
responses to it. Thus, a psychological analysis of anomie can distinguish anomie from the responses 
it induces in individuals (its psychological outcomes), a longstanding problem in existing 
sociological literature on anomie (for a review, see Bjarnason, 2009). Moreover, by specifying a 
role for shared perceptions in producing anomie and identifying the ways in which these 
perceptions may be both grounded in, but also independent of, the objective state of a given society, 
we add precision to both the theorizing around anomie and its measurement. Theorizing and 
measurement of anomie must go beyond examining the state of a society to examining how it is 
perceived by the collective and how this intersubjective reality is predictive of individual responses 
when measured at the level of the collective (e.g., multi-level modelling). By utilizing these 
approaches we can develop new insights into how a collective-level phenomenon affects individual-
level outcomes. 
 Second, solving a long-standing problem in the literature regarding how to operationalize 
anomie, our psychological analysis provides a conceptual framework for operationalizing and 
measuring anomie as the perception that a given society is in decay. To this end, Teymoori et al. 
(2016) developed the  Perception of Anomie Scale (PAS). This measure maps onto macro-level 
indicators of social and economic stability, and predicts economic and human inequality, poverty, 
unemployment, lower levels of human development (Human Development Index), reduced 
transparency, and corruption (corruption control index). The measure also predicts individual-level 
outcomes such as lower life satisfaction and higher dis-identification from the superordinate group 
over and above other anomie measures and country-level objective indicators of social and 
economic stability (see Teymoori et al., 2016).   
Third, psychological analysis of anomie offers up new and important avenues for research. 
For example, examining the interplay between the two dimensions that give rise to anomie 
(breakdown of social fabric and leadership) would allow for understanding and predicting more 
accurately the outcomes for a society experiencing pressure on one or other of the dimensions 
related to anomie. Furthermore, as indicated by our brief remarks above, our analysis offers insights 
that could be used to develop an understanding of how societies might emerge from anomie, crucial 
for many societies today and in the future. These analyses should also be developed to not only 
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better understand anomie at the societal-level (as we have focused on here), but also for other 
contexts where anomie may emerge (e.g., within organizations or smaller communities).  
Finally, a psychological analysis of anomie has the potential to create an important bridge 
between sociology and psychology, advancing both disciplines. A comprehensive account of 
anomie emerges out of an integration of findings from divergent domains within psychology (e.g., 
work examining the relationship between subgroup and superordinate groups, the difference 
between distributive and procedural fairness, the relationship between group membership and well-
being, leadership, and the importance of control) with the sociological literature on anomie. This 
integration invites a fresh appreciation of the important links that psychological theorising has with 
sociology and political science and reiterates the importance of seeing individuals as social beings 
whose actions are shaped by broader social structures and contexts. As such, we hope this review 
will bridge psychological theorising to disciplines beyond psychology.  
We believe that a psychological analysis of anomie is both important and timely; the failure to 
provide a psychological analysis of anomie has led the discipline of psychology to overlook a large 
part of the social and political landscape, thereby restricting the relevance and generalizability of 
(social) psychological theorising. By developing a psychological analysis of anomie, we hope to 
broaden the scope for psychological research aimed at developing and understanding social and 
human behaviour across novel social and political contexts. 
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Chapter 4 
Revisiting the Measurement of Anomie 4 
 
Abstract 
Sociologists coined the term “anomie” to describe societies that are characterized by 
disintegration and deregulation. Extending beyond conceptualizations of anomie that conflate the 
measurements of anomie as ‘a state of society’ and as a ‘state of mind’, we disentangle these 
conceptualizations and develop an analysis and measure of this phenomenon focusing on anomie as 
a perception of the ‘state of society’. We propose that anomie encompasses two dimensions: a 
perceived breakdown in social fabric (i.e., disintegration as lack of trust and erosion of moral 
standards) and a perceived breakdown in leadership (i.e., deregulation as lack of legitimacy and 
effectiveness of leadership). Across six studies we present evidence for the validity of the new 
measure, the Perception of Anomie Scale (PAS). Studies 1a and 1b provide evidence for the 
proposed factor structure and internal consistency of PAS. Studies 2a-c provide evidence of 
convergent and discriminant validity. Finally, assessing PAS in 28 countries, we show that PAS 
correlates with national indicators of societal functioning and that PAS predicts national 
identification and well-being (Studies 3a & 3b). The broader implications of the anomie construct 
for the study of group processes are discussed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
4 The data of Study 3, the international survey, was collected by our colleagues who are co-authors of this manuscript 
that has been recently published in PLOS ONE:  
Teymoori, A., Jetten, J., Bastian, B., Ariyanto, A., Autin, F., Ayub, N., Badea, C., Besta, T., Butera, F., Costa-Lopes, 
R., Cui, L., Fantini, C., Finchilescu, G., Gaertner, L., Gollwitzer, M., Gómez, A., González, R., Hong, Y., Jensen, D., 
Karasawa, M., Kessler, T., Klein, O., Lima, M., Mähönen, T., Megevand, L., Morton, T., Paladino, P., Polya, T., Ruza, 
A., Shahrazad, W., Sharma, S., Torres, A., van der Bles, A., & Wohl, M. (2016). Revisiting the measurement of 
anomie. PLOS ONE, 11, 1-27. 
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Revisiting the Measurement of Anomie 
For more than a decade after the fall of the Soviet Union, many Eastern European countries 
struggled with social and political instability. Consider Bulgaria, a country that changed its entire 
political system in 1989. The term anomie was used to describe the state of society in Bulgaria that 
emerged after the economy had collapsed and the political system struggled to respond (Ådnanes, 
2007; Genov, 1998). Anomie has also been used to describe the state of society in countries 
undergoing massive structural change (e.g., Iran, see Heydari, Teymoori, Haghish, & Mohamadi, 
2014; Heydari, Teymoori, & Nasiri, 2014), countries that face major social or economic crises 
(Lopes & Frade, 2012), countries with a long history of war (e.g., Yugoslavia, Iraq, Afghanistan, 
see Jamieson, 1998; Mestrovic & Lorenzo, 2008), or societies that face civil unrest (e.g., South 
Africa, Huschka & Mau, 2006). Anomie has even been used to describe social contexts with 
relative prosperity, but where income inequality has eroded social capital and trust (e.g., the U.S., 
Merton, 1938, 1968; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001), or where rapid economic growth has created 
instability and unrest (e.g., China, Zhao, 2008). 
Despite the fact that anomie is a common experience that many people and societies in the 
world today share, to date there is no uniform conceptualization and operationalization of this 
construct. In this paper, we first review the previous conceptualizations and operationalizations of 
anomie and highlight their shortcomings. Starting from an operationalization of anomie as a 
perception of the state of society, we develop a scale that disentangles anomie as a state of society 
from its outcomes at the individual level. In this way, we equip the field with a tool that can be used 
to develop better insights into the nature of anomie and the experience of those who live in a state 
of anomie.  
Anomie: The Concept and its Measurement 
Even though anomie has been conceptualized in different ways, perhaps the most well-
known approach is to define anomie as a state of society (Durkheim, 1897/1987; Merton, 1938, 
1968; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001). Durkheim (1897/1987) proposed that anomie involves the 
breakdown of social regulation and the rise of moral disruption. Merton (1938, 1968) extended this 
thinking and proposed that anomie emerges from the discrepancy between the cultural aspirations 
of people within a society and the legitimate means available to those people to achieve them. Still 
focusing on the state of society, Messner and Rosenfeld (2001) took a slightly different approach to 
Merton and focused instead on anomie as a cultural obsession with economic success, manifesting 
itself as a set of cultural values associated with individualism, achievement orientation, and 
fetishism of money.  
Departing somewhat from this well-known work, some have defined anomie as a state of 
mind. Scholars in this tradition have focused on anomie as an individual’s sense of self-to-other 
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alienation or distance (Srole, 1956), or as a set of beliefs, feelings and attitudes in the individual’s 
mind (Davol & Reimanis, 1959; McClosky & Schaar, 1965). In general, these approaches to 
anomie revolve around a psychological state that can be characterized as a tendency to be self-
interested (Konty, 2005), to reject social norms (Baumer, 2007; Bjarnason, 2009), or to feel 
estranged or isolated from society (Fischer, 1973; Martin, 2000; Srole, 1956). In this 
conceptualization, anomie may also include a sense that life is meaningless (Martin, 2000; 
Thorlindsson & Bernburg, 2004), where feelings of purposelessness or powerlessness dominate (for 
reviews, see Bjarnason, 2009; Form, 1975).  
These different conceptualizations have informed different operationalizations of the 
concept of anomie, each with their own specific shortcomings. Relying on a conceptualization of 
anomie as a state of mind has led to the problem that the measurement of anomie is identical to the 
measurement of its individual-level outcomes (for a similar argument, see Bjarnason, 1998, 2009; 
Hilbert, 1986). For instance, anomie is inferred from individuals’ self-reported loneliness (e.g., “I 
feel all alone these days”, see Fischer, 1973; Teevan, 1975; Travis, 1993), frustration (e.g., “I often 
feel awkward and out of place”, see McClosky & Schaar, 1965; Moore, 1980), or powerlessness 
(e.g., “I have no control over my destiny”, see Teevan, 1975). In general, the conceptualization of 
anomie as a state of mind has yielded measures that depict personal despair and confusion, 
frustration, meaninglessness, isolation, and powerlessness (Bjarnason, 1998, 2009; Form, 1975; 
Mestrovic, 1987). Arguably, by focusing on these individual-level symptoms or outcomes of 
anomie, the analysis of the anomie phenomenon itself as a state of society has been overlooked in 
empirical studies. 
Similar measurement issues arose for those who proposed a conceptualization of anomie as 
a state of society. These researchers typically operationalized and measured anomie by focusing on 
the hypothesized outcomes (perhaps due to the difficulty of measuring the social structural context 
directly, see Steenvoorden, 2014). For instance, researchers have measured anomie as the suicide or 
homicide rate within a particular community or society (Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001; Savolainen, 
2000), the endorsement of cultural values such as individualism and fetishism of money (Muftić, 
2006), or as uncertainty (e.g., “You can never be certain of anything in life”, Bjarnason, 1998). 
Therefore, both conceptualisations have generated a mismatch between the conceptual and 
operational definitions of anomie. 
Given that collective-level phenomena cannot be understood solely by studying individual-
level processes and outcomes (Tajfel, 1982; Turner, 2006; see also David & Bar-Tal, 2009, Oishi, 
Kesebir, & Snyder, 2009), we argue that an appropriate measure of anomie must distinguish 
between the collective-level phenomenon of anomie from its individual-level outcomes.  
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We argue that anomie should be measured consistently and solely as a perception of society, 
specifically a perception that the social and political conditions in society are crumbling. We 
measure anomie as a perception of the current societal state. It is also important to note that anomie 
is not about the objective conditions of society but rather the perceived conditions of society. That 
is, while there may be objective triggers for anomie (rapid societal changes, Ådnanes, 2007; Genov, 
1998; rapid economic growth or crises, Lopes & Frade, 2012; economic inequality, Zhao, 2008; 
domination of cultural values on far-reaching economic goals/aspirations or high materialism, 
Merton, 1938, 1968; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001; war or civil conflict, Huschka & Mau, 2006; 
Jamieson, 1998; Mestrovic & Lorenzo, 2008), these triggers lead to changes in perception that are 
then communicated intersubjectively within the given context. That is, the formation of a collective 
phenomenon depends on the extent to which individuals intersubjectively construct a shared 
perception of their social world (Chiu, Gelfand, Yamagishi, Shteynberg, & Wan, 2010; Hardin & 
Higgins, 1996; Moscovici & Duveen, 2000). Our approach, therefore, focuses on the perceived 
state of society and we argue that such perceptions are the basis from which individually-held 
beliefs shape, and are influenced by, the collective consciousness (e.g., see Alexander, 2004; 
Durkheim 1897/1987; Thompson, 1998).  
Anomie as a Perceived State of Society  
In line with classic theorizing on anomie (e.g., Durkheim 1897/1987; Merton, 1938, 1968), 
in which social integration (e.g., strong social fabric) and social regulation are considered to be two 
key components of a healthy society, we define anomie as a perception that a particular society has 
become disintegrated and disregulated (Teymoori, Bastian, & Jetten, 2016). Extending classic 
theorizing and linking it to recent social and behavioral research, we propose that disintegration 
involves a perception that society’s social fabric is breaking down, including a perceived lack of 
trust and of moral standards (see Dirks, 1999; Putnam, 2000; Uslaner, 2002). Disregulation, on the 
other hand, involves a perception that leadership of a given society is breaking down, that it is 
illegitimate and ineffective and that leaders no longer follow fair decision-making processes (e.g., 
Bass, 1991; Haslam, Reicher, & Platow, 2011; Tyler, 2000, 2001, 2006), including the perception 
that leaders do not represent and protect all society members nor distribute resources fairly, and are 
ineffective in facilitating the collective good (see Haslam et al., 2011; Tyler, 2000, 2001). 
We argue that the two dimensions of anomie, breakdown in social fabric and breakdown of 
leadership, are highly interrelated and can be mutually reinforcing; when one dimension breaks 
down, it will place additional weight on the other. More specifically, when leaders are viewed as 
incapable of managing problems within society (ineffective leadership, for reviews, see Ambrose & 
Arnaud, 2005; Reicher, Haslam, & Hopkins, 2005; Tyler, 2006; Tyler & Blader, 2003), and as not 
representative of the society (illegitimate leadership, see Haslam & Reicher, 2007; Reicher et. al., 
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2005), the cohesiveness of the broader social environment will be undermined. That is, many 
people feel that they are outsiders who do not receive fair and just consideration, a sentiment that 
undermines a sense of belonging within the community. Therefore, breakdown in leadership can 
lead to breakdown in social fabric. In a similar vein, Rothstein and Eek (2009) found that when trust 
in authorities diminishes, general trust in others is also eroded (also see Rothstein, 2000). Similarly, 
when the social fabric is perceived to be breaking down it becomes more difficult to choose 
(legitimate) leaders who are representative of all (see Haslam et al., 2011; Reicher  & Haslam 2006; 
Reicher et al., 2005).  
Thus, anomie arises when these two dimensions of a functioning society – effective 
leadership and strong social fabric – are perceived to be eroding. That is, we argue that anomie 
emerges when both a breakdown in leadership and a breakdown of social fabric co-occur.  
Concerning individual-level outcomes, we argue that anomie primarily undermines well-
being and life satisfaction (Blanco & Díaz, 2007; Lachman & Weaver, 1998; van der Doef & Maes, 
1999) and that it reduces happiness (Brockmann, Delhey, Welzel, & Yuan, 2009). This is because 
individuals feel helpless and hopeless in their ability to work toward their desired goals (Fritsche, 
Jonas, & Kessler, 2011, Leger, 1980; for a review see Elgar et al., 2011). Additionally, anomie 
perceptions should be associated with withdrawal from the broader social context, including dis-
identification with the superordinate group, or lower national identification (see Blank, 2003; 
Scheepers, Felling, & Peters, 1992; Srole, 1956). This is because illegitimate and ineffective leaders 
weaken trust, leading to a rapid decline in agreed upon moral norms which in turn damages 
cooperation within groups, reducing engagement and identification (Axelrod, 2006; Das & Teng, 
1998; Granovetter, 1973, 1983: Levin & Cross, 2004) and creating schisms and fragmentation that 
further perpetuate the withdrawal of individuals from society at large (Hornsey & Hogg, 2000; 
Sani, 2005). For instance, anomie was found to be high in the Netherlands during the mid-80s (van 
Snippenburg & Scheepers, 1991) and in post-communist Bulgaria (Ådnanes, 2007); according to 
these researchers, this high anomie was one of the main reasons for political apathy and social 
withdrawal in these countries.  
The Current Research 
Across six studies we developed and validated a new scale of anomie —labeled the 
Perception of Anomie Scale (PAS)—which operationalizes anomie as a perception of the state of 
society encompassing two dimensions: the perceived breakdown of leadership and the perceived 
breakdown of social fabric. In our measure of anomie, participants were asked to think about their 
country and consider their agreement with a range of statements describing the perceptions of most 
individuals in their society (for a similar approach, see Teevan, 1975).  
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Three series of studies were conducted to develop PAS and examine its psychometric 
properties. Specifically, an initial pool of items was identified using exploratory factor analysis 
(Study 1a) after which we confirmed the factor structure of PAS (Study 1b) and examined its 
convergent and discriminant validity (Studies 2a-2c).  
Studies 3a and 3b examined PAS in 28 countries. In both of Studies 3a and 3b, in addition to 
the analysis of individuals’ responses to PAS, we used multilevel modelling which aggregates the 
individuals’ ratings at the country level, thereby capturing perceived anomie at the group level. In 
Study 3a, we assessed whether anomie scores vary predictably by country and determined whether 
anomie, as measured by PAS, is associated with indicators of a nation’s economic and social 
condition, standard of living, and level of corruption. Finally, in Study 3b, we focused on the 
predictive validity of PAS and examined whether anomie predicts well-being and national 
identification.  
Scale Construction and Psychometric Analysis: Studies 1a-1b 
The aim of Studies 1a and 1b was to select scale items that best captured anomie in terms of 
its two dimensions, breakdown of social fabric and breakdown of leadership. To achieve this, we 
conducted exploratory factor analysis (Study 1a) and confirmatory factor analysis (Study 1b) using 
two separate samples.  
Item generation procedure. Based on our theoretical framework, we generated items 
intended to capture two aspects of a perceived breakdown in social fabric (perceptions of moral 
decline and lack of trust) and two aspects of perceived breakdown in leadership (lack of legitimacy 
and effectiveness). Item generation was in part guided by our conceptual model and in part based on 
items adapted from previous scales. In some cases we modified items to update the wording. For 
instance, in an attempt to modernize and minimize items’ length and syntactic complexity, Srole’s 
(1956) item “there’s little use writing to public officials because they aren’t really interested in the 
problems of the average man”, was changed to “politicians don’t care about the problems of the 
average person”. Out of the 32 items, 16 items were adapted from previous scales (Agnew, 1980; 
Bjarnason, 1998; Fischer, 1973; Form, 1975; Kapsis, 1978; Mizruchi, 1960; Muftić, 2006; Rushing, 
1971; Srole, 1956; Teevan, 1975; Winslow, 1968), and a further 16 items were generated by the 
authors. Item order was randomized to cancel out any sequence effect (7 items for moral decline, 7 
items for lack of trust, 11 items for lack of effectiveness of leadership, and 7 items for lack of 
legitimacy of leadership).  
We asked participants to indicate to what extent most others within their society would agree 
or disagree with each of the statements on a seven-point Likert-type format from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Items were keyed both negatively (13 items) and positively (19 
items) to minimize response bias. We reverse-scored negatively keyed phrases to create a total 
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score for anomie that can also be broken down into two subscales capturing perceptions of the 
social fabric and leadership as separate factors. Higher mean scores indicated perceptions of higher 
anomie.  
Ethics statement  
Both studies obtained ethical clearance from the School of Psychology at the University of 
Queensland. Before completing the questionnaire, participants were informed about the aims of the 
study. To indicate their consent, participants ticked a box and they were reminded that they were 
free to withdraw at any stage without penalty. Participants were debriefed at the end of the survey.  
Participants 
In Study 1a, participants were 199 first year psychology students from the University of 
Queensland. They ranged in age from 16 to 48 (M = 19.58; SD = 4.96) including 149 females, 48 
males, and two who did not report their gender. For Study 1b, 214 US citizens were recruited 
through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk, see Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011). Their age 
ranged from 18 to 80 (M = 36.54; SD = 11.96) with 106 females and 108 males.  
Results 
Exploratory factor analysis. Initially, we checked the factorability of the 32 items of anomie 
in the Australian sample. We found that the items were inter-correlated, with 107 correlations 
among 32 items that were higher than .30, suggesting reasonable factorability (see Tabachnick & 
Fidell, 2007). The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy was .86 (acceptable 
coefficient is .60 and higher) and the Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ2 (666) = 
2067.35, p < .001). Both of these suggest good factorability of the correlation matrix and adequacy 
of the number of participants for factor analysis (Pallant, 2011; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). 
Our exploratory factor analysis consisted of three steps. First, we conducted an exploratory 
factor analysis (unrotated Principal Axis Factoring [PAF], see De Winter & Dodou, 2012) and 
dropped two items that failed to load. Second, exploratory factor analysis (direct oblimin rotation, 
see Pallant, 2011; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007; Principal Axis Factoring [PAF], see De Winter & 
Dodou, 2012) on the remaining 30 items led us to drop another 15 items that had high cross-
loadings (higher than .30 loadings) on different factors. We chose direct oblimin rotation because, 
theoretically, we would expect the components of anomie to be related.  
This analysis revealed two factors (as indicated by inspection of the scree plot) with high 
eigenvalues (factor 1 = 3.96 and factor 2 = 1.82). The two-factor structure was consistent with our 
theoretical model (Teymoori et al., 2016) and the two factors clearly represented the two theoretical 
dimensions of breakdown of social fabric and breakdown of leadership. Finally, in an attempt to (a) 
create an economical and adequate measure, and (b) balance the two components of anomie without 
prioritizing one over the other, we aimed to extract the same number of items to tap the two 
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components of each dimension of anomie (i.e., trust and moral decline for breakdown of social 
fabric, and illegitimacy and ineffectiveness for breakdown of leadership). From the remaining 15 
items, we therefore deleted the three items with the lowest loadings.  
A factor analysis on the remaining 12 items revealed a two-factor structure, explaining 43% 
of the variance and all items loading above .40. The first factor consisted of items relating to the 
breakdown in social fabric (lack of trust and moral decline) and the second factor consisted of items 
relating to the breakdown in leadership (lack of regulation and lack of legitimacy). The items, their 
factor loadings, and the origin of adapted items are presented in Table 1. Cronbach’s alpha 
indicated acceptable internal reliability for breakdown in social fabric (6 items, α=.69), and 
breakdown in leadership (6 items, α=.74, and for the full anomie scale, α=.77). The two dimensions 
of PAS were significantly but not highly correlated (r = .35, p < .001).  
Confirmatory factor analysis. We next conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) 
using Analysis of Moment Structure (AMOS) on the US sample (Study 1b). Although the Chi 
Square was significant (χ2/df = 1.83, p < .001), the two-factorial model resulted in acceptable fit 
indices, mostly exceeding the .93 benchmark (comparative fit index [CFI] = .96; incremental fit 
index [IFI] = .96; goodness of fit index [GFI] = .94; Tucker-Lewis index [TLI] = .95; normed fit 
index [NFI] = .92) and the residual index falling below the .08 benchmark (root mean square error 
of approximation [RMSEA] = .06). All factor loadings were above .60 (for breakdown of social 
fabric: .61-.77; for breakdown of leadership: .60-.88). The indicators of the model fit and factor 
loadings of the items confirm the suitability of the two-factorial model for PAS.  
To examine whether or not the two-factorial model was better than a one-factorial solution, 
we conducted another confirmatory factor analysis combining the two dimensions into a one-
factorial structure which resulted in poorer factor loadings (from .41 to .81 with 5 items loading 
between .41 to .50) and poor model fit (χ2/df = 6.23; CFI = .74; IFI = .74; GFI = .73; TLI = .68; NFI 
= .71; RMSEA = .15). The result of chi-square difference test of competing models shows that the 
two models are significantly different, and the two-factorial model significantly improves the fit 
(χ2[5] = 246.83, p < .001). The Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) for two-factorial structure (AIC 
= 147.688) is also much lower than the one-factorial structure (AIC = 384.522) confirming that the 
former is a better model fit.  
In Study 1b, the internal reliability of PAS was satisfactory, with Cronbach’s alphas of .81 for 
breakdown in social fabric, .87 for breakdown in leadership, and .88 for the whole PAS. The two 
dimensions were also significantly correlated, r = .55, p < .001. 
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Table 1. 
The items with factor loadings 
Items Factor Loadings 
Think of Australian society and indicate to what extent do you agree with the following 
statements? 
In Australia today........ 
 
Breakdown of social fabric 
1. People think that there are no clear moral standards to follow. (+) 
(Moral decline, adapted from Form, 1975). 
.68  
2. Everyone thinks of himself/herself and does not help others in need. (+) 
(Trust, adapted from Mezruchi, 1960) 
.66  
3. Most of people think that if something works, it doesn’t really matter 
whether it is right or wrong. (+) (Moral decline, adapted from 
Rushing, 1971) 
.65  
4. People do not know who they can trust and rely on. (+) (Trust, adapted 
from Agnew, 1980; Mezruchi 1960; Srole 1956) 
.62  
5. Most of the people think that honesty doesn’t work all the time; 
dishonesty is sometimes a better approach to get ahead. (+) (Moral 
decline, adapted from Rushing, 1971) 
.62  
6. People are cooperative. (-) (Trust, adapted from Fischer, 1971) .48  
 
Breakdown of Leadership 
7. The government works towards the welfare of people. (-) (Effectiveness, 
adapted from Kapsis, 1978) 
 .75 
8. The government is legitimate. (-) (Legitimacy)  .74 
9. The government uses its power legitimately (-) (Legitimacy)  .73 
10. Politicians don’t care about the problems of average person. 
(+)(Effectiveness, adapted from Agnew, 1980; Kapsis 1978; 
Mezruchi 1960; Srole 1956) 
 .70 
11. The government laws and policies are effective (-) (Effectiveness)  .66 
12. Some laws are not fair. (+) (Legitimacy, adapted from Kapsis 1978; 
Rushing 1971) 
 .41 
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Discussion 
In Studies 1a and 1b, we developed a new measure of anomie (PAS) using both exploratory 
and confirmatory factor analysis. Consistent with previous conceptual theorizing (see Durkheim, 
1897/1987; Passas, 1995), PAS captures two important dimensions related to anomie, breakdown in 
social fabric and breakdown of leadership. We were also able to develop an internally consistent 
measure to capture individual perceptions of anomie as a state of society. We next turn to an 
examination of the validity of the newly developed scale, assessing the convergent validity (Studies 
2a-2b) and discriminant validity (Study 2c) of PAS. 
Convergent Validity: Studies 2a & 2b 
In the next two studies, as an assessment of convergent validity, we examined the 
relationships between PAS and distinct but theoretically related measures. Anomie has been 
associated with a sense of collective helplessness (Martin, 2000; Thorlindsson & Bernburg, 2004) 
and collective hopelessness (Ådnanes, 2007; Leger, 1980). Some have argued that anomie reduces 
confidence in society, lowering perceived cohesion (Durkheim, 1897/1987; Orru, 1983; R. Zhao & 
Cao, 2010), and increasing a belief that the world is dangerous and threatening (Hilbert, 1986; Orru, 
1983). These constructs are key features of an anomic society (see Merton 1938, 1968) and should 
therefore correlate with PAS.  
In Study 2a, we focused on convergent validity in an online sample from the US examining 
the relationship between PAS and related constructs including collective helplessness and 
hopelessness, social cohesion, and dangerous and threatening worldview. Extending on Study 2a, in 
Study 2b we aimed to replicate this same pattern of relationships in an Australian community 
sample.  
Ethics statement 
Both studies obtained ethical clearance from the School of Psychology at the University of 
Queensland. The studies’ procedures and aims were explained in an information sheet and 
participants were asked to tick a box to indicate their consent to participate. Participants were 
informed that participation was voluntary and that they were free to withdraw from the study at any 
time without penalty. They were debriefed at the end of the survey.  
Participants 
In Study 2a, we recruited 149 participants through Mechanical Turk. Participants were US 
citizens and their ages ranged from 18 to 66 (Mean = 35.07; SD = 11.69; 73 females). For Study 2b, 
617 Australian participants were recruited using the Taverner social research institution platform 
(an independent Australian social research company). Data was collected online from a pre-
recruited panel of people across Australia. Participants were selected by invitation, with the aim to 
achieve a representative sample according to age, gender and location (metropolitan and non-
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metropolitan per state). Participants included 325 females and 292 males and their ages ranged from 
18 to 76 (Mean = 40.93, SD = 12.81).  
Measures 
Collective hopelessness and helplessness was measured with six items, three items to tap each 
dimension. We developed the items and instructed participants to imagine their society (i.e., North 
America, Australia) while responding to items that tapped feelings of collective helplessness and 
hopelessness. Collective helplessness consisted of three items (“At the moment, people in 
America/Australia feel helpless”, “Americans/Australians feel that there is not much they can do to 
change many important things in society”, and “Americans/Australians feel helpless in dealing with 
the problems around them”). Collective hopelessness also consisted of three items 
(“Americans/Australians look forward to the future without hope”, “At the moment, people in 
America/Australia feel hopeless”, and “Americans/Australians have great faith in the future”, 
reversed scored). Participants responded on a 7-point scale (1= strongly disagree; 7= strongly 
agree). The scale had good internal consistency (α = .83 and .88 for the North American and 
Australian sample, respectively), with higher scores indicating higher feelings of collective 
helplessness and hopelessness. 
Social cohesion was only measured in the North American sample (Study 2a) using five items 
tapping community cohesion and trust (e.g., “people are willing to help their neighbors” and 
“people here generally don’t get along with each other” [reversed], Mazerolle, Wickes, & 
McBroom, 2010; Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997). Participants responded using a 5-point 
scale (1=strongly disagree; 5=strongly agree). Higher scores indicated higher perceived cohesion 
within society (α = .69).  
Dangerous and threatening worldview was measured using a short version of the dangerous and 
threatening worldview scale that included six items (e.g., “there are many dangerous people in our society 
who will attack someone out of pure meanness”, Duckitt, Wagner, du Plessis, & Birum, 2002; Sibley & 
Duckitt, 2009). Participants responded using a 7-point scale (1= strongly disagree; 7= strongly agree). The 
instructions asked participants to what extent they thought Americans/Australians agreed with each 
statement. Higher scores represented an increased perception that the society was dangerous and threatening 
(α = .81, .75 for the North American and Australian sample, respectively).   
Results 
Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics and also the relationships between PAS and other 
constructs. In Study 2a, as expected, PAS showed significant (moderate to high in strength) positive 
relationships with collective helplessness and hopelessness (r = .58, p < .001), and perceived 
dangerous and threatening worldview (r = .48, p < .001). A significant negative relationship (of 
moderate strength) was found with social cohesion (r = -.45, p < .001). In Study 2b, we replicated 
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the results of Study 2a, obtaining significant and high positive correlations between PAS and 
collective helplessness and hopelessness (r = .63, p < .001) and dangerous and threatening 
worldview (r = .54, p < .001). 
 
Table 2 
Descriptives and bivariate correlations  
 US sample (Study 2a), N = 149 
 Descriptive Correlation 
 Mean SD α BSF BL Anomie 
Breakdown of social fabric 4.02 .92 .74 - - - 
Breakdown of leadership 4.95 1.06 .84 .31*** - - 
Anomie 4.48 .80 .81 .78*** .84*** - 
Collective Helplessness and 
hopelessness 
4.55 1.03 .83 .34*** .58*** .58*** 
Social cohesion  3.28 .58 .69 -.57*** -.18* -.45*** 
Dangerous Worldview 4.25 1.09 .81 .44*** .35*** .48*** 
 Australian community sample (Study 2b), N = 617 
 Descriptive Correlation 
 Mean SD Mean BSF BL Anomie 
Breakdown of social fabric 4.24 1.06 .83 - - - 
Breakdown of leadership 4.49 1.16 .84 .31*** - - 
Anomie 4.36 .90 .84 .79*** .83*** - 
Collective Helplessness and 
hopelessness 
4.31 1.15 .88 .56*** .47*** .63*** 
Dangerous Worldview 4.21 1.02 .75 .49*** .39*** .54*** 
BSF: breakdown of social fabric; BL: breakdown of leadership. * at p < .05, ** at p < .01, *** at p < .001 
 
Discussion 
Providing evidence for the convergent validity of PAS in two samples from North America 
and Australia, we found that PAS was positively related to collective helplessness and hopelessness 
and positively related to perceptions that the world is a dangerous and threatening place. 
Furthermore, in the North American sample we found that PAS was associated with lower levels of 
social cohesion. These findings confirm the convergent validity of our scale.  
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Convergent and Discriminant Validity: Study 2c 
In Study 2c, we extended our analysis of convergent validity by comparing PAS to previous 
measures of anomie. As noted in the introduction, existing measures of anomie focus mainly on 
assessing the individual-level outcomes of anomie (see Bjarnason, 1998, 2009; Form, 1975; Hilbert, 
1986; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001; Mestrovic, 1987; Muftić, 2006; Savolainen, 2000). Given that 
we operationalize PAS as the perception of the state of society, our measure should be distinct from 
but also related to previous anomie scales such as those used by Srole (1956) and Agnew (1980), 
both of which include items that tap anomie as both a state of mind and a state of society. We 
therefore expected to find a relationship of moderate strength between PAS and these established 
measures of anomie.  
Furthermore, PAS should be associated with a general measure of social instability. 
Specifically, we expected to find a significant association between PAS and societal unease, a 
concern that fundamental aspects of the society such as political power, trust in community and 
fellow citizens, cohesion, and social and economic security are in decline (Steenvoorden, 2014).  
To examine discriminant validity, we included a range of variables that should be distinct 
from PAS. Given that anomie focuses on the internal state of society, rather than threats to it from 
the outside, we measured collective angst — a fear that the future vitality of society is being 
jeopardized by outsiders (Wohl, & Branscombe, 2009; Wohl, Branscombe, & Reysen, 2010). We 
predicted that PAS would, at most, be only weakly related to this type of collective angst.   
We also aimed to demonstrate that the PAS, with its focus on the perceived state of society, is 
distinct from constructs assessing stable individual differences. Thus, we predicted that PAS would 
have low to moderate correlations with individual difference constructs such as social dominance 
orientation (Sidanius & Pratto, 2001), perfectionism (i.e., having high personal standards and 
expectations, see Frost, Marten, Lahart, & Rosenblate, 1990; Stoeber & Otto, 2006), pessimism 
(Chang, Maydeu-Olivares, & D'Zurilla, 1997), and belief in a just world (Furnham, 2003). 
Similarly, there should only be low to moderate correlations between PAS and constructs that 
measure personality traits such as the Big Five (extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, 
emotional stability, and openness to experience, Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann, 2003). Finally, we 
explored whether PAS might correlate with an individual’s educational level, gender, and political 
orientation.  
Ethics statement 
This study obtained ethical clearance from the School of Psychology at the University of 
Queensland. The study’s procedure and aims were explained in the information sheet and 
participants were asked for their consent by ticking a box. Participants were told that participation 
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was voluntary and that they were free to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. They 
were debriefed at the end of the survey.  
Participants 
In this study, we recruited 285 participants from the USA through Mechanical Turk. They 
ranged in age from 19 to 77 (Mean = 22.40; SD = 11.79; 133 female).  
Measures 
The survey consisted of the same measures used in the convergent validity studies (Studies 
2a-2b) including collective helplessness and hopelessness (α = .91), social cohesion (α = .84), and 
dangerous and threatening worldview (α = .86). In addition to our PAS scale (α = .87), we included 
two other anomie scales: the anomie scales developed by Srole (1956) and Agnew (1980). We also 
included measures of societal unease (Steenvoorden, 2014), collective angst about the threat posed 
by outsiders (Wohl & Branscombe, 2009; Wohl, et al., 2010), social dominance orientation 
(Schmitt, Branscombe, & Kappen, 2003), perfectionism (Frost et al., 1990), pessimism (Chang et 
al., 1997), belief in a just world (Lipkus, 1991), the Big Five (Gosling et al., 2003), and political 
orientation. For all scales participants were asked to provide their response on a 7-point scale 
(1=strongly disagree; 7=strongly agree). 
Srole’s (1956) anomie scale includes five items measuring five distinct components. Since we 
adapted two of the items from Srole in our anomie scale including ineffectiveness of politicians 
(item 10 in Table 1) and lack of trust in others (item 4 in Table 1), we did not include these two 
items when calculating the mean score of the Srole’s scale.  Three items remained which assess 
individuals’ state of mind and are concerned with perceived lack of hope for the future, lack of 
interest to pursue future goals, and loss of internalized values and meaninglessness. An example 
item is “Nowadays a person has to live pretty much for today and let tomorrow take care of itself” 
(α=.74).  
Agnew’s (1980) anomie scale consists of eight items based on Srole’s (1956) theoretical 
framework that anomie involves self-to-other alienation (i.e., anomie as a state of mind). This scale 
assesses anomie as a one-dimensional construct depicting components of normlessness, 
powerlessness, and despair. We excluded two items from this scale that were adapted in our own 
scale (items 4 and 10 in Table 1). Two examples of the remaining items are “I have had more than 
my fair share of worries”, and “I don’t blame anyone for trying to grab all s/he can get in this 
world” (α=.68).   
Societal unease consists of 10 items that refer to the instability of society, drawing on six 
major factors including distrust, loss of ideology, decline in political power, decline in sense of 
community, socioeconomic vulnerability, and pessimism (e.g., “In our country there is not enough 
attention to people who are less well-off” and “American politics has a decreasing say in matters 
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important to citizens”, Steenvoorden, 2014) (α=.62). To adapt this to a North American context, 
one item relating to the control of European Union over EU countries was removed. 
Collective angst about the threat posed by outsiders was measured using Wohl and 
Branscombe’s (2009) scale, which consists of five items (e.g., “I think the future of the American 
way of life is under threat from abroad”, “I am concerned about the external threats to the American 
way of life”). Higher scores refer to higher collective angst about outside threats (α=.95).  
Social dominance orientation was measured using the eight-item shortened version of the 
SDO scale developed by Schmitt et al. (2003, e.g., “It’s OK if some groups have more of a chance 
in life than others”). Higher scores indicate higher levels of social dominance orientation (α=.82). 
Perfectionism was measured using the perfectionism scale of Frost et al. (1990), drawing on 
two dimensions of perfectionism relating to personal standards and a preference for order and 
structure. The scale consists of 13 items whereby ‘personal standards’ was measured with items 
such as “I expect higher performance in my daily tasks than most people”. ‘Preference for order and 
structure’ was assessed with items such as “I try to be an organized person”. The reliability of the 
scale was high when both subscales were combined (α=.90).  
Pessimism was measured using the Extended Life Orientation Test (ELOT, see Chang et al., 
1997) which includes nine items capturing a tendency to expect negative outcomes (e.g., “If 
something can go wrong for me, it will” and “Things never work out the way I want them to”, 
α=.95). Higher scores indicate higher pessimism. 
Belief in a just world was measured using a seven-item measure developed by Lipkus (1991) 
(e.g., “I feel that people get what they deserve” and “I basically feel that the world is a fair place”, 
α=.94).  
Big Five personality factors were measured using a brief 10-item measure (Gosling et al., 
2003). This scale consists of five dimensions including extraversion, agreeableness, 
conscientiousness, emotional stability, and openness to experience. 1  
Demographics included level of education and political orientation. Three items were used to 
measure three separate aspects of political orientation. Participants were asked to indicate their 
political beliefs on a seven-point Likert response format from left/liberal to right/conservative on 
issues of economy (e.g., social welfare, government spending, tax cuts) and social issues (e.g., 
immigration, homosexual marriage, abortion). The last item asked participants to indicate how close 
they felt toward the USA’s two major political parties in seven-point response format 
(1=democrats; 7=republicans).  
Results 
As can be seen in Table 3, similar to Study 2a and 2b, there was a moderate to high 
relationship between PAS and constructs that should be theoretically related to anomie including 
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collective helplessness and hopelessness (r = .59, p < .001), cohesion (r = -.73, p < .001), and 
dangerous and threatening worldview (r = .46, p < .001). With regard to previous anomie scales, 
PAS was positively and moderately related to Srole’s (1956) anomie scale (r = .55, p < .001) and 
Agnew’s (1980) anomie scale (r = .38, p < .001). Further confirming the convergent validity of 
PAS, there was a high positive relationship between PAS and societal unease (r = .71, p < .001).  
We conducted six exploratory factor analyses to examine whether PAS is different from other 
anomie scales and related measures. We entered the PAS items with other measures separately in a 
series of factor analyses (using direct oblimin rotation and principle component analysis). By and 
large, the results of exploratory factor analyses confirmed the two-factorial structure of anomie and 
demonstrated that PAS distinctively loaded on two factors separate from Srole’s anomie scale, 
Agnew’s anomie scale, collective helplessness and hopelessness, dangerous and threatening 
worldview, and cohesion. The measure of societal unease and dangerous worldview did not load on 
a distinct factor, but did not solely load with PAS. The results of the factor analyses confirm that 
PAS is distinct from other anomie measures or theoretically related constructs.  
Regarding discriminant validity, the results showed that PAS was distinct from theoretically 
unrelated measures. There was a non-significant relationship between PAS and collective angst 
about the threat posed by outsiders (r = .10, p = .117). Furthermore, PAS was not correlated with 
social dominance orientation (r = .04, p = .560) and individual difference measure such as 
perfectionism (r = -.11, p = .058). The results also showed that PAS moderately and positively 
correlated with pessimism (r = .35, p < .001) and negatively with belief in a just world (r = -.36, p < 
.001). PAS had low and negative correlation with emotional stability (r = -.13, p = .027) and low to 
moderate positive correlations with extraversion (r = .26, p < .001), conscientiousness (r = .32, p < 
.001), agreeableness (r = .30, p < .001), and openness to experience (r = .20, p = .001). Finally, 
anomie was not related to gender (r = -.09, p = .129), age (r = -.06, p = .362), education (r = -.10, p 
= .097), political orientation (r = -.04, p = .578; r = .08, p = .179 in economy and social issues 
respectively, ranging from left to right political ideology), or voting preference (r = .09, p = .137). 
The result of discriminant validity suggests that anomie is not simply the product of individual 
differences such as the tendency to dislike imperfect situations, the belief in a just world or the 
tendency to experience negative emotion.  
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Table 3 
Descriptives and bivariate correlations (Study 2c) 
Variables α Mean SD BSF BL Anomie 
BSF .80 4.06 1.02 - - - 
BL .86 4.65 1.11 .49*** - - 
Anomie .87 4.36 .92 .85*** .88*** - 
Helplessness and Hopelessness .91 3.89 1.30 .55*** .47*** .59*** 
Cohesion .84 4.08 1.04 -.72*** -.54*** -.73*** 
Dangerous WV .86 3.88 1.24 .50*** .31*** .46*** 
Anomie Srole (1956) .74 4.25 1.16 .63*** .56*** .69*** 
Anomie Agnew (1980) .68 4.10 1.01 .58*** .35*** .54*** 
Societal Unease .62 4.55 .96 .63*** .59*** .71*** 
Collective Angst about the threat 
posed by outsiders 
.95 3.91 1.68 .20** -.00 .10 
Social dominance Orientation .82 2.55 1.37 .13* -.05 .04 
Perfectionism .90 4.62 1.02 -.06 -.13* -.11 
Pessimism .95 3.13 1.36 .41*** .20*** .35*** 
Belief in just world .94 3.88 1.32 -.27*** -.38*** -.36*** 
Emotional Stability - 3.80 .77 -.12 -.11 -.13* 
Extraversion - 2.77 1.19 .31*** .16** .26*** 
Conscientiousness - 2.68 1.30 .32*** .23*** .32*** 
Agreeableness - 4.48 1.76 .29*** .23*** .30*** 
Openness  - 4.13 1.16 .21*** .16** .20** 
Age - 37.40 11.79 -.10 -.01 -.06 
Education - 5.53 .94 -.10 -.08 -.10 
Political attitude (social issues) - 3.61 1.82 .09 .07 .08 
Political attitude (economic issues) - 3.11 1.82 .06 -.06 -.04 
Political attitude (political party) - 3.24 1.77 .12* .08 .09 
BSF: breakdown of social fabric; BL: breakdown of leadership. *at p < .05, ** at p < .01, *** at p < 
.001 
 
Discussion 
Study 2c provides further evidence for the convergent validity of PAS and novel evidence for 
its discriminant validity. We replicated the result of Studies 2a-2b, showing significant relationships 
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between PAS and collective helplessness and hopelessness, dangerous and threatening worldview, 
and social cohesion. We also found that PAS was significantly related to established measures of 
anomie that conflate the measurement of anomie with its outcomes and anomie-related collective-
level constructs such as societal unease. The results of factor analyses also confirmed that PAS is 
distinct from other measures and constructs.  
Furthermore, we found evidence for the discriminant validity of PAS by showing that PAS was 
distinct from other measures of negativity such as collective angst about the threat posed by outsiders, and 
individual differences measures including social dominance orientation, personality traits, and political 
attitudes.  
The Relation between Anomie and Indicators of Societal Stability:  
Study 3a 
Next, in Study 3a, we examined whether indicators of the social and economic stability of a 
society are associated with anomie as measured by PAS. Drawing on samples taken from 28 
countries, we predicted that PAS would be able to differentiate countries and that there would be a 
positive relationship between PAS and country-level indicators tapping the malfunctioning of a 
social system. In particular, we focused on country-level indicators of corruption (indicating 
ineffective and often unfair leadership, see Passas, 2000), economic inequality (Savolainen, 2000), 
poverty (Huschka & Mau, 2006), socioeconomic status (Glatzer & Bös, 1998; Huschka & Mau, 
2006; van Snippenburg & Scheepers, 1991), and unemployment (Genov, 1998; Glatzer & Bös, 
1998; Huschka & Mau, 2006). Since economic instability and upheaval are predicted to fuel anomie 
perceptions (see Bjarnason, 2009), we predicted that there would be a negative relationship between 
PAS and economic performance indicators such as Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita. In 
addition, there should be a negative relationship between PAS and indicators that depict a healthy 
and functioning society, such as indices tapping the standard of living (Genov, 1998; Glatzer & 
Bös, 1998), quality of life, and equality (see Huschka & Mau, 2006; Messner, 1980).  
Ethics statement 
This study obtained ethical clearance from the School of Psychology at the University of 
Queensland. In addition to this ethical clearance, covering data collection in all countries, further 
ethics approvals were also obtained from countries that have ethics committees in place: Canada 
(Research Ethics Board, Carleton University), Chile (School of Psychology, Pontificia Universidad 
Católica de Chile), China (School of Psychology and Cognitive Science, East China Normal 
University), Japan (School of Psychology, Nagoya University), the Netherlands (Ethical Committee 
for Psychology, University of Groningen), Poland (Institute of Psychology, University of Gdansk), 
Singapore (Institutional Review Board, Nanyang Technological University), South Africa (Human 
Research Ethics Committee [non-medical], University of the Witwatersrand), UK (School of 
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Psychology, University of Exeter), and the US (Institutional Review Board for Research Involving 
Human Subjects, University of Tennessee). Although the remaining countries (Belgium, Brazil, 
Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, India, Indonesia, Iran, Italy, Latvia, Malaysia, 
Pakistan, Portugal, Spain, Switzerland) do not have ethical committees, data were collected in line 
with standard ethical guidelines, including reassuring participants of the confidentiality of 
responses, their anonymity, and their right to withdraw without penalty. The study procedure and 
aim were explained in the information sheet and participants were informed that by continuing with 
the questionnaire they were indicating their consent.  
Participants 
A total of 6112 undergraduate university students residing in 28 countries were recruited 
from North America (Canada, and the US [one data set from Tennessee and one from Northern 
California]), South America (Chile, Brazil), Europe (Netherlands, UK, Spain, Italy, Germany [one 
dataset from former East Germany and one from former West Germany], France, Denmark, 
Finland, Switzerland, Belgium, Portugal, Poland, Hungary, Latvia), Asia (China, Japan, Malaysia, 
Singapore, Indonesia, India, Pakistan), Middle East (Iran), Africa (South Africa), and Oceania 
(Australia). The original version of the survey was prepared in English and was translated into the 
native languages of the respective countries if necessary using either back-translation or panel 
methods. Data were collected using either online platforms or hard copy versions of the 
questionnaires. The data collection process started in January 2014 and ended in February 2015. 
The mean age of the total sample was 22.48 (SD = 6.40; 65% female, see Table 4).  
Measures 
In addition to PAS (α = .83), we included indices of economic and social stability in each 
country.  
Indicators of Social Stability 
 The Human Inequality Index developed by United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) refers to the level of inequality in health, education and income (UNDP, 2014). It measures 
the estimated inequalities in the distribution of education facilities, health facilities, and income 
inequality. Higher coefficients indicate higher human inequality. 
The Human Development Index (HDI) was used for the year 2013 (UNDP, 2014) as a 
measure of a country’s social and economic development. The HDI is used to rank countries using a 
value between 0 and 1. The value is composed of life expectancy, education, and national income. 
A higher coefficient indicates a higher rate of human development.  
Indicators of Economic Stability 
The Inequality-adjusted HDI (IHDI) combines two related measures of inequality and human 
development (the HDI as above) and accounts for the loss in HDI due to inequality. The IHDI looks 
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beyond the average performance of a country and is considered to be a better indicator of the 
potential for human development as it takes into account the distribution of resources (UNDP, 
2014). A higher coefficient indicates a higher rate of human development and a lower rate of 
inequality. 
Poverty was measured using the poverty index retrieved from The World Factbook 
(Factbook, 2013). This index provides the percentage of the population below the poverty line 
based on indicators such as financial security and the availability of basic necessities (e.g., food, 
water, education, and healthcare). A higher score indicates a higher rate of poverty.   
Transparency (CPI, Corruption Perception Index) shows the annual rate of corruption in a 
country based on expert assessments and opinion surveys (Transparency, 2013). A higher 
coefficient indicates a lower rate of corruption and a higher rate of transparency.  
The control of corruption index is used by the World Bank to assess the strength and 
effectiveness of corruption prevention measures (Transparency, 2013). This index is calculated 
based on 22 different assessments and surveys (World Bank, 2013). A higher score indicates higher 
control of corruption.  
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita is the value of all domestic goods and services 
divided by the average (or midyear) population (World Bank, 2013). The values are converted at a 
market exchange rate to USD. The GDP per capita shows a country’s standard of living, with higher 
scores indicating a higher standard of living. 
Unemployment was assessed using The World Factbook’s unemployment rate (Factbook, 
2013). This is calculated based on the number of people who are unemployed but have the capacity 
for employment.   
The Youth Unemployment index is a similar index to the unemployment coefficient from the 
World Factbook, but focuses on the percent of the total unemployed labour forces aged 15-24 
during 2013 (Factbook, 2013). 
Statistical Analysis 
We analyzed relationships using multilevel modelling to obtain unbiased standard errors since 
the data have a clustered structure, with individuals being nested within countries. We assessed how 
PAS varies across countries and how it is associated with indicators of the health of a society across 
the 28 countries. To test this, we measured anomie at the individual level using PAS and then 
included country-level indicators of social and economic stability. In a series of separate models 
using Stata 12, we examined whether each of the indicators was related to anomie.  
Results 
Descriptive statistics of the data and sample characteristics per country are shown in Table 
4. This table shows the number of participants for each country, the language in which the survey 
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was presented to participants, mean age of the participants, mean PAS score, as well as mean scores 
on the two anomie dimensions and the correlations between them. Anomie as measured by PAS 
was highest in Pakistan (M = 5.15 out of 7) and lowest in Switzerland (M = 3.57) and Denmark (M 
= 3.59).  
Consistent with our hypotheses, analyses of bivariate relationships revealed that PAS was 
related to higher human inequality, lower standard of living or reduced HDI, lower inequality 
adjusted HDI, higher poverty, lower transparency, lower corruption control, reduced GDP per 
capita, and higher unemployment (see Table 5).  
We next conducted a multilevel regression analysis (see Table 6), entering country-level variables as 
predictors in 10 separate models to examine the relationship between country-level indicators of the social 
and economic stability (as independent variables) and individuals’ PAS score (as the dependent variable). 
These country-level indicators were entered in separate models because some of the indicators of social and 
economic stability were highly correlated, making it problematic to include them together in a single model 
(this is because with 12 correlations higher than .75 [between .78 to .96] among 9 indicators of social and 
economic instability, problems with multicollinearity would otherwise arise). We found that country-level 
indicators of social and economic stability including HDI, inequality adjusted HDI, transparency (corruption 
index), corruption control, and GDP per capita negatively predicted PAS. On the other hand, human 
inequality, poverty, unemployment in the general population, and youth unemployment positively predicted 
PAS, implying that higher poverty, unemployment, and inequality was associated with higher anomie. 
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Table 4 
Country-level descriptive statistics (Ordered based by PAS score) 
Country N % 
female 
age 
(Mean) 
BSF 
(Mean) 
BL 
(Mean) 
PAS 
(Mean) 
α of 
PAS 
C. btw 
Dim 
Language of 
Questionnaire 
Pakistan 150 0 18.92 5.03 5.28 5.15 .59 .18* Urdu 
South Africa 451 81 21.04 4.69 5.04 4.87 .78 .31*** English 
Poland 180 72 27.72 4.32 5.37 4.85 .83 .42*** Polish 
Hungary 160 18 24.75 4.74 4.92 4.83 .87 .48*** Hungarian 
Italy 156 62 25.87 4.54 5.06 4.80 .79 .28*** Italian 
Brazil 146 62 23.99 4.47 5.09 4.78 .71 .27*** Portuguese 
Spain 277 73 35.66 4.04 5.45 4.74 .75 .15* Spanish 
France 150 83 19.53 4.74 4.61 4.68 .76 .28*** French 
Iran 170 54 22.49 4.77 4.51 4.64 .79 .37*** Persian 
Latvia 149 53 23.44 4.42 4.84 4.63 .75 .26** Latvian 
Portugal 160 71 22.24 4.10 5.18 4.63 .79 .12 Portuguese 
India 145 66 20.47 4.79 4.41 4.59 .65 .30*** English 
Chile 151 33 20.64 4.47 4.60 4.53 .78 .21** Spanish 
Japan 382 57 18.79 3.96 4.86 4.41 .77 .32*** Japanese 
US, California 141 65 23.12 4.24 4.57 4.40 .79 .34*** English 
Indonesia 557 77 21.42 4.12 4.61 4.37 .72 .31*** Indonesian 
Malaysia 112 85 23.20 4.43 4.29 4.35 .77 .41*** Malay 
Belgium 242 22 20.37 4.24 4.44 4.34 .78 .42*** French 
US, Tennessee 178 46 19.41 4.15 4.39 4.27 .80 .39*** English 
China 151 79 21.62 4.21 4.06 4.14 .83 .48*** Mandarin 
Germany, East 147 72 22.14 4.00 3.95 3.97 .75 .30*** German 
Australia 149 72 22.17 3.59 4.28 3.94 .77 .23** English 
Germany, West 175 69 21.97 3.94 3.93 3.93 .79 .29*** German 
UK 74 76 19.50 3.69 4.08 3.87 .83 .40*** English 
Singapore 193 66 21.66 4.16 3.44 3.80 .82 .29*** English 
Canada 233 77 20.35 3.44 4.03 3.73 .83 .33*** English 
Netherlands 208 79 19.35 3.77 3.69 3.73 .79 .39*** Dutch 
Finland 113 77 25.58 3.65 3.73 3.69 .81 .44*** Finnish 
Denmark 164 71 22.68 3.48 3.69 3.59 .87 .55*** Danish 
Switzerland 448 64 24.13 3.68 3.46 3.57 .83 .42*** French 
Note: N = number of participants; BSF = breakdown of social fabric; BL = breakdown of leadership; C. btw 
Dim = correlations between dimensions 
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Table 5 
Bivariate correlation between country-level indicators of the social and economic stability and 
PAS at the country-level (N = 30) 
 Breakdown of 
Social fabric 
Breakdown of 
leadership 
PAS 
Human Inequality Index .67*** .39 (p = .052) .56** 
Human Development Index (HDI) -.69*** -.43* -.60*** 
Inequality Adjusted HDI -.70*** -.40* -.59** 
Poverty .44* .50** .53** 
Transparency (Corruption Index) -.76*** -.61*** -.76*** 
Corruption control -.77*** -.59** -.74*** 
GDP per capita -.74*** -.63*** -.75*** 
Unemployment .28 .58** .51** 
Youth unemployment .25 .63*** .53** 
* p < .05 (two-tailed), ** p < .01 (two-tailed), *** at p < .001     
 
Table 6 
Multilevel regressions predicting PAS 
Parameters Intercept  Coefficient 
Model 1: Country level predictors 4.33*** - 
Model 2: Human Inequality Index 3.91*** .03** 
Model 3: HDI 6.49*** -2.60*** 
Model 4: Inequality Adjusted HDI 5.70*** -1.89*** 
Model 5: Poverty  3.86*** .03** 
Model 6: Transparency (Corruption index) 5.59*** -.02*** 
Model 7: Corruption control 4.64*** -.33*** 
Model 8: GDP per capita 4.81*** -.01*** 
Model 9: Unemployment 3.98*** .04** 
Model 10: youth unemployment 3.99*** .02** 
* at p < .05,  ** at p < .01, *** at p < .001.     
 
Discussion 
Drawing on a large cross-cultural sample we found that PAS meaningfully differentiated 
countries in terms of anomie in expected ways. We found that perceptions of anomie were lower in 
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countries that are known to be socially stable (e.g., Switzerland, Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, 
Canada), and higher in countries that were hard hit by recent economic crises (e.g., Portugal), 
countries with fast-growing economies and thus undergoing rapid social change (e.g., Brazil, India), 
countries that face internal conflict and unrest (Pakistan), and countries that have experienced 
massive structural changes during recent decades (e.g., Iran, South Africa).  
These results provide some initial evidence that PAS is able to differentiate countries in 
meaningful ways. Importantly too, intuitive expectations about which countries should score high 
and low in anomie were further confirmed in analyses examining the relationship between anomie 
and indicators of economic and social stability. In Study 3a, we found that the indicators of 
corruption, standards of living, economic and human inequality, and economic condition (e.g., 
poverty and unemployment) were predictably related to anomie as measured by PAS. In sum, and 
lending strong support to the validity of PAS, perceptions of anomie varied across different social 
contexts and this variance can be explained in meaningful ways by societal functioning indicators.   
Predictive Validity: Study 3b 
As outlined before, anomie has been found to be associated with reduced well-being and 
lower life satisfaction (Blanco & Díaz, 2007; Brockmann et al., 2009; Elgar et al., 2011). As such, 
we predicted that there would be a negative relationship between anomie as measured by PAS and 
life satisfaction. Furthermore, because individuals living in societies characterised by high anomie 
will tend to withdraw from the superordinate group, anomie should be associated with reduced 
identification with one’s country (see Ådnanes, 2007; van Snippenburg & Scheepers, 1991). 
Evidence for these relationships would provide greater confidence in the predictive validity of PAS.  
Measures 
In the same cross-cultural sample reported in Study 3a, we measured national identification 
and life satisfaction. Responses were recorded on seven-point Likert scales with endpoints ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).  
National Identification was assessed with four items adapted from Jetten, Spears, and 
Manstead (1996). An example item was “I identify with my country” (α=.86). 
Life Satisfaction was measured using a five-item satisfaction with life scale (Diener, Emmons, 
Larsen, & Griffin, 1985). Example items were “I am satisfied with my life” and “In most ways my 
life is close to my ideal” (α=.83). 
Results 
Pearson correlations revealed that higher PAS was related to lower life satisfaction (r = -.28, p < 
.001, R2 Linear = -.59, see Figure 1) and lower national identification (r = -.29, p < .001, R2 Linear = -.24, 
Figure 2). 
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Figure 1. Relation between PAS and life satisfaction across countries 
 
 
Figure 2. Relation between PAS and identification across countries 
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We next examined the relationship between PAS and the predicted outcomes by accounting 
for the variance of PAS between countries using multilevel modelling. To do so, we first centered 
individuals’ PAS scores with regards to their respective countries’ mean PAS score. This is crucial 
for the interpretation of the intercept and slope parameters in a multilevel analysis (Enders & 
Tofighi, 2007). Next, using unstructured maximum likelihood estimation variance we entered the 
PAS score at the individual level (fixed-effect parameters) as a predictor and centered PAS at the 
country level (random-effect parameters) as a between-country variation factor. By introducing 
centered PAS as a random component, we are effectively allowing the slope to be different for each 
country, estimating a separate regression line within each country.   
We conducted two separate models to investigate the effect of PAS on the predicted 
outcomes. In the first model we included life satisfaction as the level 1 dependent variable, PAS as 
the level 1 independent variable, country as the level 2 variable, and centered PAS as a random-
effects parameter at level 2. This revealed a significant model (χ2 (1) = 169.11, p < .001) with PAS 
(level 1 PAS) significantly predicting life satisfaction (B = -.31, p < .001). The analyses yielded an 
intra-class correlation coefficient (ICC) of .34 for life satisfaction. In other words, 34 percent of 
individuals’ life satisfaction was explained by centered PAS at the country level. In the second 
model we examined the relationship between PAS and national identification. The model was 
significant, χ2 (1) = 134.37, p < .001, and PAS significantly predicted national identification, B = -
.46, p < .001. The analyses yielded an intra-class correlation coefficient (ICC) of .45.  
 We further examined whether PAS explained more variance in these predicted outcomes 
compared to the country-level indicators of social and economic stability in Study 3a. To achieve 
this, first we entered life satisfaction as the dependent variable and PAS along with other social and 
economic stability indicators as independent variables at level 1 in nine separate models (see Table 
7). We used these nine models in order to avoid multicollinearity problems associated with the 
indicators of social and economic stability (12 correlations higher than .78 exist among the nine 
indicators of social and economic instability). We included country and PAS centered score at level 
2. The result revealed that out of all independent variables at level 1 across nine models, PAS was 
the only and the strongest predictor of life satisfaction (B = -.30 to -.33, p < .001, see Table 7). 
Next, we repeated the same analysis for national identification. The result showed that PAS was 
most strongly associated with national identification (B = -.44 to -.47, p < .001); while four country-
level indicators of the social and economic stability were also significantly related to national 
identification, there were so to a lesser extent (human inequality: B =.04, p = .004; HDI: B = -2.83, 
p = .001, inequality adjusted HDI: B = -2.20, p = .001, corruption control: B =-.20, p = .026, see 
Table 7). 
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Table 7 
Multilevel regression predicting life satisfaction and national identification  
 Model A Model B 
Parameters DV: Life satisfaction  DV: identification 
Model 1a, 1b PAS  -.33*** -.46*** 
Human inequality -.01 .04** 
Model 2a, 2b PAS -.32*** -.47*** 
HDI .24 -2.83** 
Model 3a, 3b PAS  -.33*** -.47*** 
Inequality adjusted HDI  .47 -2.20** 
Model 4a, 4b PAS  -.30*** -.44*** 
Poverty  -.01 .01 
Model 5a, 5b PAS -.31** -.46*** 
Corruption .01 -.01 
Model 6a, 6b PAS  -.31*** -.47*** 
Corruption control .09 -.20* 
Model 7a, 7b PAS -.31*** -.46*** 
GDP per capita 4.89 -7.90 
Model 8a, 8b PAS  -.32*** -.45*** 
Unemployment -.01 -.01 
Model 9a, 9b PAS  -.32*** -.45*** 
Youth unemployment -.01 -.01 
* at p < .05,  ** at p < .01, *** at p < .001.     
 
Discussion 
Study 3b focused on the predictive validity of PAS. We examined the effect of PAS on life 
satisfaction and national identification. At the individual level we found that higher PAS was 
associated with lower life satisfaction and lower national identification. Additionally, at the country 
level we found that aggregate perceptions of anomie were associated with both lower well-being 
and lower identification with the superordinate group. The latter results provide good evidence that 
it is anomie as a state of society and not just as a state of mind that is related to psychological 
outcomes. PAS also predicted these outcomes over and above the country-level social and 
economic indicators, highlighting the validity of focusing on perceived state of society rather than 
on social and economic indicators of society. 
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General Discussion 
We set ourselves the task to develop a valid measure of anomie that would improve on 
previous scales by measuring anomie without conflating it with its individual-level outcomes. 
Relying on classical sociological theorizing on anomie (Durkheim, 1897/1987; Merton, 1938, 1968; 
Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001), we consider anomie as a perceived state of society (also see Teymoori 
et al., 2016) and developed the Perception of Anomie Scale (PAS). This scale aims to capture the 
two basic dimensions of anomie identified by Durkheim (1897/1987): the perception of breakdown 
of social fabric and the perception of breakdown of leadership.  
We conducted six studies examining the psychometric properties of PAS. We first confirmed 
PAS’s factor structure using exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis (Studies 1a-1b). We then 
provided evidence for the scale’s convergent and discriminant validity (Studies 2a-2c). As evidence 
for convergent validity, we showed in Studies 2a-2c that PAS correlated moderately to highly with 
theoretically related measures. Specifically, PAS was positively correlated with other measures that 
also capture emotions and beliefs related to the state of society such as collective hopelessness, 
collective helplessness, the endorsement of a worldview that society is a dangerous and threatening 
place, and low perceived social cohesion (the latter was measured only in Study 2a and 2c). 
Providing further evidence for the convergent validity of PAS, in Study 2c it was found that PAS 
was also significantly and positively correlated with previous measures of anomie and societal 
unease. Evidence for the discriminant validity of PAS was obtained in Study 2c. Here we showed 
that PAS is distinct from other measures from which it should theoretically be distinct, such as 
collective angst about the threat posed by outsiders, individual differences in social dominance 
orientation, personality traits, and demographics including political attitudes, gender, age, and 
education. 
In the final two studies, we found that PAS maps onto macro-level indicators of social and 
economic stability and that it predicts individual-level outcomes. In study 3a, we found that PAS 
corresponds with indicators of the social and economic stability of a country including corruption, 
standard of living, economic and human inequality, poverty, and unemployment. PAS differentiated 
countries in a meaningful way: PAS scores were lower in countries that are commonly described as 
stable (e.g., Denmark, Switzerland, see Fragile State Index, 2014; or World Bank, 2013 for 
Worldwide Governance Indicators) in comparison with countries that are undergoing massive 
structural changes (e.g., Iran, South Africa) or countries that have been hard hit by the recent global 
financial crisis (e.g., Spain, Portugal). In Study 3b, we aimed to obtain evidence for the predictive 
validity of PAS. Across 28 countries, PAS significantly predicted theoretically relevant outcomes 
including life satisfaction and dis-identification from the superordinate group (i.e., national 
identification). Using multilevel modelling, we found that PAS makes a unique contribution in 
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explaining variance in these individual-level outcomes over and above country-level indicators of 
social and economic stability. This finding lends support to the importance of focusing on 
perceptions of society and their role in predicting the individual-level outcomes of anomie. 
Implications  
By developing a new measure of anomie that separates the anomie construct from its 
consequences, we provide a more valid measure of anomie than has previously been available, 
gaining a number of important opportunities for advancing the current state of social research.  
First, as a measure of societal instability, PAS can provide the opportunity to gain a better 
understanding of the context of failing or troubled societies. This allows for theory development 
that is not possible when focusing only on stable social systems. Specifically, theoretical 
frameworks that focus on perceptions of the state of society, such as social identity theory (Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979), system justification theory (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004), and 
social dominance theory (Sidanius & Pratto, 2001), have been developed to explain group processes 
and intergroup relations against the backdrop of stability and consensus on the status of various 
groups in society. In these theories, even if low-status groups challenge the status quo and engage in 
collective protest to change status relations, they do so in recognition that there is a status quo to be 
challenged and often within a largely orderly and functioning society. However, in social contexts 
characterised by high anomie, political or economic crises, war, revolutions, rapid social change, or 
high instability and chaos destabilize any previously existing status quo (Genov, 1998; Huschka & 
Mau, 2006).As a result, the aforementioned theoretical frameworks are ideally suited to explain 
processes that are evident in the context of relative stability but fall short of explaining processes 
typically observed in social contexts with high levels of anomie. With PAS, we are in a better 
position to assess the features of these contexts that contribute to anomie, facilitating new insights 
into previously understudied societal processes.  
Second, the development of PAS provides novel insights into human behavior in destabilized 
and atomized social contexts. Drawing on the broader body of knowledge in our conceptual 
framework, we are in a good position to develop an analysis of anomie that accounts for how 
individual- and societal-levels of analysis relate to each other and possibly interact (see Teymoori et 
al., 2016). More precisely, by measuring the perception of the state of society, PAS differentiates 
the understanding of the how people think about their societies from the individual outcomes that 
arise in response to perceived anomie. This not only solves the longstanding problems with 
operationalizing the concept of anomie (see Bjarnason, 2009) but also serves as an impetus for 
future research on how, why, and when anomie arises, and how it can be prevented or repaired. 
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Future Research and Limitations 
 With a better tool to capture the anomie construct per se, researchers can address a number 
of novel and important research questions. First, by decoupling the anomie construct from its 
consequences, we can study their relationship more accurately and precisely. This is important as 
there are large seas of uncharted territory in our understanding of anomie. For instance, although the 
negative well-being consequences of anomie have been documented, processes relating to the 
perception of anomie are poorly understood. In the present study we demonstrated that anomie is 
associated with lower identification with the superordinate group (see Study 3b). In line with 
previous research, we predict that when the superordinate group is viewed as a source of negative 
identity incapable of achieving social harmony across different subgroups, these larger social 
psychological structures are likely to schism and break apart (Sani, 2008), escalating intergroup 
tensions and chaos. This work would also have the potential to provide insights into the kinds of 
social factors that may motivate the development of extremist groups.   
Future research should also examine other consequences of anomie at the societal level. For 
example, the relationship between anomie and the rise of authoritarianism (Blank, 2003; 
Oesterreich, 2005), and the rising popularity of autocratic groups and parties when more democratic 
processes or groups are perceived to be failing (e.g., rise of Nazism, see Arendt, 1951; Oesterreich, 
2005) are well-established in the literature. PAS provides a valid and reliable tool to further analyse 
this relationship and specifically focusing on the process by which the transition between 
democracy and tyranny takes place.  
Our research mainly focused on validating a measure of anomie, but future studies should be 
wider in scope and, using PAS, examine how anomie develops and evolves within a society. For 
instance, in our theoretical framework we suggest that anomie involves the interaction between the 
breakdown of social fabric and the breakdown of leadership (also see Teymoori et al., 2016). 
Although the interaction between the two dimensions was not examined in the current research, 
interaction may play a significant role in the development of anomie. For instance, perceived lack 
of trust and consensual moral standards within a given society could undermine the collective 
consensus that the leadership is legitimate and effective. On the other hand, the perception of 
illegitimate and ineffective leadership may undermine the perception that people can be trusted. It 
would be useful to investigate whether and how such interactive processes can trigger an increase in 
anomie, an understanding of which may be important in considering ways to prevent or address 
anomie.  
Conclusion 
The main aim of this research was to develop and validate a new scale to measure anomie. 
Having achieved this, we are now better equipped to study contexts where societies are crumbling 
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and unstable. Just as importantly, bringing this classic concept under closer scrutiny and developing 
a scale to measure it is an important first step for further theory building on how the state of society 
affects individuals (for a similar argument, see Oishi et al., 2009).   
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Chapter 5 
Anomie and the contraction of the social self:  
The emergence of tribalism 5 
 
Abstract 
Anomie refers to a state of society characterized by disintegration and deregulation. Whereas 
previous research has mostly focused on the personal well-being outcomes of anomie, here, we 
focus on its consequences for the way individuals engage and interact with their social world. We 
predict that anomie is associated with a contraction of social self that manifests as (a) reduced 
identification with the superordinate group and (b) tribalism—a response whereby trust becomes 
bounded and individuals turn to smaller groups on which they project familial ties. Across three 
studies in Australia, the US and Iran, we show initial evidence for these relationships. Specifically, 
in Australia and the US, higher anomie perceptions are associated with lower national identification 
and in all three national contexts, anomie perceptions positively predict tribalism indicators 
including higher bounded trust and a projection of familial ties onto smaller groups. We discuss the 
broader implications of linking anomie with contraction of social self for theorizing on group 
processes, collective action and social change. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
5 This is a manuscript ready to be submitted:  
Teymoori, A., Jetten, J., & Bastian, B. Anomie and the contraction of the social self: The emergence of tribalism.  
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Anomie and the contraction of the social self:  
The emergence of tribalism 
Anomie is understood to arise when a particular society is going through deregulation and 
moral decline (Durkheim, 1897/1987; Merton, 1938, 1968). There has been a great deal of research 
across different disciplines focusing on the psychological outcomes of living in high anomie 
contexts. This research has particularly focused on the negative health consequences of perceptions 
of anomie such as reduced well-being and life satisfaction (Blanco & Díaz, 2007), reduced 
happiness (Brockmann, Delhey, Welzel, & Yuan, 2009), depression (De Man, Leduc, & Labreche-
Gauthier, 1993; Lantz & Harper, 1990), meaninglessness, helplessness, and confusion (Martin, 
2000; Thorlindsson & Bernburg, 2004, for reviews, see Bjarnason, 2009; Form, 1975). Perhanps 
most striking is the link between perceptions of anomie and suicide (see Durkheim, 1897/1987; 
Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001; Steenvoorden, 2014).  
While there is considerable evidence that perceptions of anomie reduce well-being, the way 
such perceptions relate to other outcomes is less well understood. For example, little is known about 
the way that perceptions of anomie affects, shapes and redefines individuals’ relationship with their 
society and their social world, and how people engage with others. Indeed, aside from research that 
has focused on the relationship between perceptions of anomie and crime and other deviant 
behavior (e.g., Adler, Laufer, & Merton, 2000; Bernburg, 2002, 2014; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001, 
2006; Savolainen 2000), there has been little work foucsing on how a perceived state of anomie 
may shape perceptions of an individual’s social world.  
In an attempt to fill this gap, in this paper we focus on a particular response to perceptions of 
anomie which we call contraction of the social self. We define this as a two-pronged response 
whereby individuals (a) withdraw from their superordinate groups, and (b) engage in a new form of 
social interaction which we label as tribalism (i.e., trust becomes bounded and individuals turn to 
smaller groups onto which they project familial ties; see also Teymoori, Bastian & Jetten, 2016). 
We first develop our reasoning on how and why perceptions of anomie should be associated with 
these two responses after which we empirically examine the hypothesised relationships across three 
studies.  
Perceptions of anomie and the withdrawal of the superordinate group 
Anomie is associated with a perception that there is a breakdown of social fabric (e.g., low 
social trust and moral decline) and a breakdown in leadership (i.e., illegitimate and ineffective 
leadership) in society (see Teymoori, et al., 2016). When people perceive that the pillars of their 
society are no longer functioning effectively, uncertainty and insecurity will be on the rise. We 
propose that as a response to this increased insecurity in society at large, individuals change the way 
they engage and interact with their social world. 
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We argue that in response to perceptions of anomie, individuals will move away from the 
broader web of social networks that define larger superordinate groups – a process that we call 
‘contraction of social self’. In particular, in such contexts, we predict that individuals disidentify 
with the superordinate group (see Blank, 2003; Scheepers, Felling, & Peters, 1992; Srole, 1956). 
Consistent with this, van Snippenburg and Scheepers (1991) found that the economic stagnation in 
the Netherlands during mid-80s resulted in perceptions of anomie and individuals responded with 
apathy and withdrawal from political and social life. Further evidence for this process has been 
obtained in reseach by Sani and Reicher who found that among priests of the Church of England 
and members of the Italian Communist Party, the breakdown of superordinate groups was 
associated with negative emotions, a decline in shared identity and fewer cooperative relationships 
with members that belonged to other fractions within the superordinate group (see Sani, 2005; Sani 
& Reicher, 1998, 2000). Some evidence for this same process was also obtained in a recent study by 
Teymoori, Jetten, Bastian, et al. (2016) who found that across 28 countries higher percpetions of 
anomie were associated with lower national identification. 
Anomie and tribalism 
We argue that the withdrawal from the superordinate group (i.e., the broader society) will 
coincide with a second process: a tendency to turn to smaller groups. That is, we predict that in the 
context where society is no longer perceived as safe and secure, individuals will seek out smaller 
groups that can restore their sense of control and security. There are a number of theoretical 
frameworks which suggest that, when responding to threat (in this case perceptions of anomie), 
membership in small groups may be more attractive than membership in larger groups. First, when 
individuals face a hostile and threatening world they become motivated to join smaller groups for 
safety and security reasons. For instance, in the animal world, research on optimal foraging has 
shown that when the macro-ecosystem becomes hostile and insecure, habitants move away from 
scatterred places and gravitate toward smaller groups, optimizing protection from predators and 
safeguarding access to food supplies (see Pyke, Pulliam, & Charnov, 1977). Retraction from the 
larger social environment and a focus on smaller groups thus represents an attempt to protect the 
self from perceived physical and social insecurity (Brewer, 2007; Caporael, & Brewer, 1991; 
Nowak, 2006; Nowak, & Sigmund, 2005; Traulsen, & Nowak, 2006; Stephan, & Stephan, 2000).  
Second, literature on collective mobilisation and collective action, has found that 
cohesiveness can become a virtue when dealing with an external threat. It has been argued that this 
is why, in such circumstances, members of powerless minorities are more likely than members of 
powerful majorities to view themselves in terms of their collective self (Badea, Jetten, Czukor, & 
Askevis-Leherpeux, 2010; Mullen, 1991; Simon, Pantaleo, & Mummendey, 1995) and why they
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identify more strongly with their group in such situations (Sachdev & Bourhis, 1984; Simon & 
Brown, 1987).  
In sum, these lines of research all lead us to predict that when individuals retract from the 
broader social context, they increase their identification and commitment to smaller groups. As we 
will outline below, this is associated with a process whereby trust becomes bounded and individuals 
develop familial ties with members of smaller groups. The combination of bounded trust and the 
projection of familial ties onto smaller groups creates a distinct pattern of social relations which we 
call tribalism.  
Tribalism: bounded trust and familial ties 
Let us unpack the two indicators of tribalism in greater detail, starting with bounded trust. In 
high anomie contexts, individual trust will become bounded — a development that involves a 
withdrawal of trust in the broader society, and a perception that members of their superordinate 
group are no longer likely to act fairly towards them. We sugest that this will occur when the social 
fabric and leadership are breaking down, and that this withdrawal serves to protect individuals’ own 
interests against the insecurity of, or intrusion by, the larger society and leadership (Cook, Hardin, 
& Levi, 2005). There is some evidence that retraction of trust is a response that arises in the context 
of threat, whereby individuals define the boundaries of their group memberships more narrowly (cf. 
Brewer, 1999, Cook, Hardin, & Levi, 2005; Kramer & Cook, 2004; Sani, 2005; Sani & Reicher, 
1998, 2000). Bounded trust changes the way individuals deal with their broader social networks and 
they are no longer responsive to the rules and norms that govern and manage the superordinate 
gorup (Hardin, 2004).  
The second indicator of tribalism — familial ties— is defined as a tendency to project familial 
ties onto smaller groups with which individuals begin to identify. In line with research on identity 
fusion (see Swann et al., 2014; Swann, Jetten, Gómez, Whitehouse, & Bastian, 2012), we propose 
that seeing other group members in the ‘tribe’ as family (e.g., as brothers and sisters) leads to the 
development of the strongest possible ties between individuals and an ultimate sense of ‘oneness’ 
with other group members (a process that is called “local fusion”). The feeling of oneness and 
connectedness as a result of the projection of familial ties onto the group leads to a sense that one is 
embedded within a group of individuals who will protect each other. It has been found that there is 
a strong association between the projection of familial ties onto others in the group and the 
willingness to self sacrifice for the group (Atran, Sheikh, & Gomez, 2014; Fredman et al. 2015; 
Swann et al. 2014; Whitehouse, McQuinn, Buhrmester, & Swann, 2014).  
Consistent with this reasoning, Blazak (2001) found evidence that perceptions of anomie and 
the development of familial ties go hand in hand. In a study interviewing 65 members of radical 
gangs such as the Youth Corps of KKK, Aryan Youth Movement, and Volksfront, it was found that 
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perceived anomie was not only high among group members, but also that these perceptions were 
used to recruit new members whereby individuals were offered ‘a replacement family’ when they 
joined. 
By mapping out the processes through which perceptions of anomie lead to the withdrawal 
from the superordinate group and tribalism, we aim to generate a broad framework that helps us to 
understand how people react to perceptions of anomie. In doing so, we hope to shift attention from 
the sole focus on crime or on personal outcomes of anomie, and draw attention to the ways in which 
anomie influences individuals’ interactions with their broader social world. 
The Current Study 
Across three studies, we aimed to examine whether anomie perceptions are related to (a) 
reduced identification with the superordinate group and (b) the two hypothesized indicators of 
tribalism: higher bounded trust and higher projection of familial ties to smaller groups. To test 
these, we conducted three studies in three different countries including Australia, the US, and Iran. 
These countries vary in terms of the extent to which society is experiencing a state of anomie 
whereby Australia is considered a low anomie society (see Teymoori, Jetten, Bastian, et al., 2016), 
the US as society that has average to high levels of anomie (see Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001), and 
Iran as a high anomie society (see Heydari, Teymoori, Haghish, & Mohamadi, 2014; Heydari, 
Teymoori, & Nasiri, 2014).  
Study 1 
The aim of Study 1 was twofold. First, we examined whether anomie perceptions are related 
to lower national identification (see also Teymoori, Jetten, Bastian, et al., 2016), and indicators of 
tribalism including higher bounded trust and higher projection of familial ties to smaller groups. 
Second, we aimed to pilot test our newly developed tribalism measure which captured both 
indicators of tribalism. We examined our hypotheses in a community sample from Australia.  
Participants 
In order to achieve a representative sample according to age, gender and location we recruited 
617 Australians using the Taverner social research institution platform (an independent Australian 
social research company). Participants were recruited online across Australia and they were selected 
by invitation. Participants included 325 females and 292 males and ranged in age from 18 to 76 
(Mean = 40.93, SD = 12.81). 
Materials 
Anomie. Anomie was measured using the Perception of Anomie Scale (PAS, see Teymoori, 
Jetten, Bastian, et al., 2016). PAS consists of 12 items that capture the perception of the societal 
instability drawing on two major factors including breakdown of social fabric (i.e. moral decline 
and lack of trust) and breakdown of leadership (i.e. lack of legitimacy and effectiveness of 
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leadership). In the instructions to the scale, participants are required to think about the country and 
reflect on the extent to which they agree with each statement on a 7-point Likert-type format from 1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) (e.g., we instructed participants: Think of Australian 
society and indicate to what extent you agree with the following statements?). Example items are: 
“people do not know who they can trust and rely on’, and “politicians don’t care about the problem 
of the average person” (α= .84, see Appendix 1). Previous research has shown that the PAS has a 
satisfactory reliability and convergent, discriminant, and predictive validity across a cross-cultural 
context (see Teymoori, Jetten, Bastian, et al., 2016). 
National Identification. We assessed national identification using 4 items adapted from 
Jetten, Spears, and Manstead (1996). Responses were recorded on 7 point Likert-scales ranging 
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). An example item was “I identify with my country” 
(α=.95). 
Tribalism Scale. We designed a scale allowing us to simultaneously measure the two 
indicators of tribalism: bounded trust and the projection of familial ties onto smaller groups. We 
presented participants with five different circles. In the instruction, we explained that individuals 
deal with different people and groups in their daily life and those people and groups may vary in 
terms of their closeness, the extent to which we might have contact with them, share values with 
them, or care about them (Figure 1). Using examples of the groups that are either close to oneself or 
more distant, we instructed participants to consider the inner circles as comprising those groups that 
are very specific close to them, like family, and the outer circles as comprising those groups that are 
very general and therefore more distant, such as all of humanity. Example of groups such as 
community, religion and country were provided for the middle circles (see Appendix 2). Next, we 
ask participants to think of the people in their life and to consider in which band they would fall and 
to write down the names of those groups. A separate space was provided for each of the five social 
circles, and participants were asked to write down people or/and social groups in front of each circle 
in the respective space (there was no minimum or maximum word limit in these blank spaces). We 
then measured tribalism with two items tapping the two indicators: bounded trust and familial ties.  
Bounded trust: One bounded trust item asked participants to determine in which circle their 
trust ended: “Please consider each of the circles again and the people that you nominated to be in 
these circles. In which circle does your trust end? That is, from which circle onwards do you place 
less trust in the people that are in the next circle.” The response format for this item was five-point 
Likert type (1 = from circle 1 to circle 2; 2 = from circle 2 to circle 3; 3 = from circle 3 to circle 4; 
4 = from circle 4 to circle 5; 5 = my trust doesn’t end).  
Familial ties: This was measured using one item asking participants to indicate which circle 
or circles they hypothetically would consider as a family. They read the following instruction: 
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“Sometimes people think of those who are not a part of their immediate family, but are people that 
they can trust and have moral concern for, as “family”. Which of the following circles would you 
consider as ‘family’?” (adapted from McFarland, Webb, & Brown, 2012). The response format for 
this item was 5-point Likert scale (1 = circle 1; 2 = Circle 1 and 2; 3 = Circle 1, 2, and 3; 4 = 
Circle 1, 2, 3, and 4; 5 = All the circles).  
Individuals’ answers to the two items of bounded trust and familial ties were reverse-scored 
so that higher scores of bounded trust and familial ties provided the two tribalism indicators: 
retraction of trust from distant social circles to smaller social circles and projection of familial ties 
onto smaller circles.  
 
 
Figure 1. An example of the type of groups that participants might mention in circles that are closer 
and further removed from self.  
Results 
Table 1 provides an overview of the type of social groups and people that participants placed 
in each of the 5 circles. As can be seen in Table 1, the social circles included larger groups as the 
social circle became more inclusive. For instance, in circle 1, 66% of participants put their family 
(e.g., parents, children, very close friends) as the closest social circle. However, for circle 5, only 
4% of participants mentioned family as their most distant social circle. 
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Table 1 
The descriptive analysis of the social circles 
Social circle   People within each circle* Study 1 
(Australia) 
Study 2 
(the US) 
Study 3 
(Iran) 
Circle 1 Family  66% 65% 84% 
Acquaintance  30% 33% 16% 
Local community  0% 0% 0% 
Social categories 3%% 0% 0% 
Society or nationality 0% 0% 0% 
All humanity 1% 2% 0% 
Circle 2 Family  6% 10% 2% 
Acquaintance  67% 71% 93% 
Local community 10% 14% 2% 
Social categories 11% 3% 3% 
Society or nationality 3% 1% 0% 
All humanity 3% 1% 0% 
Circle 3 Family  4% 3% 0% 
Acquaintance  27% 31% 53% 
Local community 19% 23% 15% 
Social categories 34% 38% 26% 
Society or nationality 13% 3% 5% 
All humanity 3% 1% 2% 
Circle 4 Family  3% 5% 0% 
Acquaintance  11% 9% 5% 
Local community 8% 23% 7% 
Social categories 16% 15% 15% 
Society or nationality 55% 42% 72% 
All humanity 7% 6% 1% 
Circle 5 Family  4% 4% 0% 
Acquaintance  5% 7% 0% 
Local community 3% 5% 0% 
Social categories 8% 12% 10% 
Society or nationality 10% 11% 10% 
All humanity 70% 61% 80% 
* People and groups that participants placed in each circle were coded based on the following 
categories: Family includes parents, partner, and children; acquaintance refers to friends and 
relatives; local community refers to neighbourhood and community groups; and social categories 
include groups based on race, religion, ethnicity, political affiliations, and gender. 
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As can be seen in Table 2, the mean PAS score (M = 4.36, SD = .90) was somewhat above the 
mid-point of the scale. There was a negative relationship between PAS and national identification (r 
= -.17, p < .001) indicating that higher perceived anomie is associated with psychological 
withdrawal from the superordinate group. Furthermore, the two indicators of tribalism (i.e., 
bounded trust and familial ties) were positively correlated (r = .40, p < .001) indicating that higher 
retraction of trust from the more distant groups is associated with higher likelihood of projecting 
familial ties onto smaller groups. Confirming our hypothesis, PAS was also significantly correlated 
with more bounded trust (r = .23, p < .001), and greater projection of familial ties to smaller social 
circles (r = .18, p < .001).  
 
Table 2 
Descriptives and bivariate correlations (Study 1, N = 617, Australian community sample) 
Variables  Mean SD PAS Bounded trust Familial ties 
PAS 4.36 .90 - - - 
Bounded trust 3.01 1.42 .23*** - - 
Familial ties 3.72 1.31 .18*** .40*** - 
National identification 5.55 1.35 -.17*** -.07 -.01 
* at p < .05, ** at p < .01, *** at p < .001 
 
Discussion 
Study 1 provides support to our hypothesis that higher perceived anomie is related to lower 
national identification, thus replicating previous findings that anomie is associated with 
disidentification and withdrawal from the superordinate group (Teymoori, Jetten, Bastian, et al., 
2016). We also found initial evidence that anomie is associated with increased tribalism as 
measured by more bounded trust, and greater projection of familial ties to smaller social groups.  
Studies 2 and 3 
The aim of Study 2 and 3 was to replicate our Study 1 findings in social contexts that have 
been described as moderate (the US, see Merton, 1938, 1968; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001) to high 
in anomie (Iran, see Heydari et al., 2014; Heydari et al., 2014). We tentatively predicted to find a 
stronger relationship between anomie and tribalism indicators in high anomie contexts, and we 
therefore predicted that this correlation would be stronger in the Iranian sample compared to both 
the Australian and US sample. 
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Participants 
In Study 2, we recruited 93 participants through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk, see 
Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011). Participants were US citizens and included 43 females and 
50 males ranging in age from 19 to 74 (M = 34.77, SD = 13.17).  
In Study 3, we recruited 61 students from Malayer University, Hamedan, Iran. The students 
were approached by a research assistant and they were asked if they are willing to participate in the 
study. Participants included 27 females and 34 males and ranged in age from 19 to 30 (Mean = 
21.97, SD = 1.83). Data was collected in September 2014, one year after the election of the new 
president Hassan Rouhani (who won the elections in a landslide victory).  
Materials 
Similar to Study 1, we included PAS (α = .86 & .87 for the Northern American and Iranian 
sample, respectively), national identification (α =.95 & .88 for the Northern American and Iranian 
sample, respectively), and the tribalism scale measuring bounded trust and projection of familial 
ties onto smaller groups. 
Results 
The type of social groups that Northern American and Iranian participants mentioned in each 
of the 5 circles is provided in Table 1. Interestingly, while responses in the US sample were quite 
similar to those of the Australian sample in Study 1, responses for the Iranian sample were 
markedly different. In particular, in Iran, participants’ social networks were concentrated in fewer 
circles. What is more, we found that descriptively smaller groups were mentioned more often in 
circles that were closer to the self compared to the US and Australian samples. For instance, in 
circle 1, 84% of participants put their family as the closest social circle.  
Turning to the quantitative data, the mean PAS score was somewhat above the midpoint of 
the scale for the Northern American sample (M = 4.46, SD = .94) and there was a significant 
negative relationship between PAS and national identification (r = -.51, p < .001, see Table 3). In 
addition, as expected the two tribalism indicators including bounded trust and projection of familial 
ties to smaller social circles were positively related (r = .25, p = .017). Consistent with our 
expectation, PAS was significantly related to higher bounded trust (r = .23, p = .031) and higher 
projection of familial ties to smaller groups (r = .25, p = .015) indicating that higher perceived 
anomie was associated with an increase in tribalism.  
In the Iranian sample, the mean PAS score was slightly above the mid-point of the scale (M = 
4.02, SD = 1.12, see Table 3). Contrary to our expectation, the relationship between PAS and 
national identification was non-significant (r = -.18, p = .158), but in the predicted direction. The 
two tribalism indicators were positively related (r = .39, p < .001), confirming that the retraction of 
trust from the broader web of social circles was associated with the projection of familial ties.  
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Consistent with our expectation, in the Iranian sample, there was a stronger relationship 
between PAS and bounded trust (r = .50, p < .001) than in the Australian sample (r = .23, p < .001; 
z = 2.23, p = .011) and the US sample (r = .23, p = .031; z = 1.87, p = .031), and a stronger 
correlation between anomie and the projection of familial ties (r = .44, p < .001) compared to the 
Australian sample (r = .18, p < .001, z = 2.11, p = .017) and marginally stronger than in the US 
sample (r = .25, p = .015, z = 1.29, p = .098).  
 
Table 3 
Descriptives and bivariate correlations  
 American sample (Study 2), N = 93 
 Descriptive Correlation 
 Mean SD PAS Bounded trust Familial ties 
PAS 4.46 .94 - - - 
Bounded trust 3.56 1.26 .23* - - 
Familial ties 4.49 .75 .25* .25* - 
National identification 4.81 1.47 -.51*** -.22* -.25* 
 Iranian sample (Study 3), N = 61 
 Descriptive Correlation 
 Mean SD PAS Bounded trust Familial ties 
PAS 4.02 1.12 - - - 
Bounded trust 3.05 .90 .50*** - - 
Familial ties 3.62 .82 .44*** .39*** - 
National identification 5.67 1.36 -.18 -.30* .25* 
* at p < .05, ** at p < .01, *** at p < .001 
 
Discussion 
Providing further evidence for our hypotheses, in a US sample, we found that anomie was 
related to lower national identification and higher tribalism indicators. The results from our Iranian 
sample also provide further evidence for the relationship between anomie and tribalism indicators.  
Contrary to our expectation, in the Iranian sample, the mean anomie score was not higher than 
in the other two samples. Even though this observation is interesting, it is important to be cautious 
in comparing mean scores directly across different national contexts and across samples that differ 
in their composition (including a community sample, MTurkers as well as university students). 
Aside from this there could be a range of reasons that affected scale use (e.g., the normalization see 
Haslam, O,Brien, Jetten, Vormedal, & Penna, 2005,  of perceptions of anomie in the Iranian 
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context, as well as differences between contexts that result from translation, for a similar point see 
Jetten, Postmes, & McAuliffe, 2001). More importantly, we did find that the correlation between 
anomie and our tribalism indicators was stronger in Iran than in the samples that are known to be 
lower in anomie. We also note that, even though the association was in the predicted direction, 
anomie was not significantly related to national identification in Iran. We will discuss this further in 
the next section. 
General Discussion 
Unlike previous studies which mostly focused on the personal well-being outcomes of 
perceptions of anomie (e.g., Blanco & Díaz, 2007; Bjarnason, 2009; Form, 1975), here we examine 
anomie’s consequences for the way individuals engage and interact with their social worlds. We 
predict that perceptions of anomie are related to contraction of social self. That is, a social context 
with high anomie would create an insecure environment in which individuals distance themselves 
from the superordinate group. Alongside this process, we predicted that social contraction would 
have another outcome: the chaos associated with anomie would lead people to contract their trust 
from the broader web of social ties, turning to smaller but more cohesive groups that they can trust. 
These two indicators of bounded trust and projection of familial ties identify a pattern of social 
relations that we call tribalism. 
Three studies provided evidence for this reasoning. In our first Study, drawing on a 
community sample from Australia (i.e., a country known for its low anomie levels), we pilot tested 
our measure of tribalism and found that perceptions of anomie were significantly related to (a) 
lower national identification and to (b) higher tribalism indicators including higher bounded trust 
and higher projection of familial ties to smaller circles. These findings were replicated in the US — 
a nation that is characterized as moderately high in anomie (Study 2). In Iran, a high anomie 
country (see Heydari, et al., 2014), we found the strongest support for our prediction that higher 
anomie was associated with higher tribalism ― retraction of trust from the larger social context and 
projection of familial ties onto smaller groups (Study 3). Presumably because tribalism is a stronger 
and more frequently occurring response to anomie in such a high anomie context, we find a stronger 
correlation between the two.  
However, anomie was not associated with lower national identification in Iran. We can only 
speculate why we did not replicate this relationship in this high anomie context. One reason might 
be that because Iran has a long history of experiencing anomie, the mere perception of anomie is no 
longer triggering withdrawal from the superordinate group. This hypothesis should be tested in 
future research where the relationship between anomie and identification with the superordinate 
group is compared in contexts where anomie is pervasive, enduring and chronic relative to contexts 
where anomie is less long-lived and perhaps more incidental. 
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Implications, limitations and future directions 
By focusing on the consequences of anomie for the way individuals engage with their social 
world and redefine their social relationships, we provide a novel way to investigate how a perceived 
state of anomie in society is associated with social responses. Our conceptual framework and 
findings go beyond previous research that has focused on the personal well-being outcomes of 
anomie or on crime and deviant behaviors (e.g., Adler, Laufer, & Merton, 2000; Bernburg, 2002, 
2014; Messner & Rosenfeld, 2001, 2006; Savolainen 2000).   
Several implications are worth noting. First, we predict that tribalism might take different 
forms. In some cases, tribes may become highly politicized and they may challenge the status quo 
(cf. Simon & Klandermans, 2001; Swann et al., 2012; Van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears, 2008). 
However, at other times, tribal groups may first and foremost focus on the well-being of individual 
members and they may aim to provide a safe shelter, away from a world of anomie and chaos. In 
such cases, tribalism will fuel further withdrawal of the superordinate group. Depending on the way 
that tribalism manifests itself, it may either be associated with enhanced collective action (and even 
extremism) or with apathy. In either case we would predict there to be higher well-being within the 
tribal groups. These processes should be examined in future research. 
Second, the effect of perceptions of anomie on tribalism can also be useful in studying 
intergroup relations and group processes. For instance, Henry, Sidanius, Levin, and Pratto (2005) 
found that in the US those who are higher in social dominance orientation support more violence 
against rival groups; however the reverse is true in Lebanon where those who are lower in social 
dominance orientation support more violence against rival groups. This reverse relationship appears 
inconsistent with social dominance theory propositions. Our analysis suggests a role for the larger 
social context in determining these relationships. In contexts where societies are crumbing and 
anomie is high, contextual rather than ideological factors may be most predictive of intergroup 
relations.  
Further, understanding how tribalism takes place can inform us about how to re-stabilize an 
anomic social context. There is a wealth of research on assimilation and/or integration of different 
subgroups within a superordinate category (for a review, see Hornsey & Hogg, 2000). 
Understanding what drives subgroups away from the superordinate category provides insight into 
how to reverse this process. Our analysis suggests that the perceived breakdown of social fabric and 
leadership is fundamentally important for promoting a withdrawal from the superordinate group and 
a tendency to withdraw into smaller groups. Promoting the re-integration of subgroups in these 
contexts may have less to do with how the superordinate category is perceived, and more to do with 
perceptions of threat and instability within the local social context. Creating stability and reducing 
threat therefore should be an effective strategy to promote re-integration.  
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Our research is not without limitations. First, the sample compositions were different across 
three studies and we should therefore be cautious in comparing the three samples directly. Second, 
our research is cross-sectional and future studies should be conducted to examine directionality. 
While it may be difficult to examine these processes experimentally (in order to determine 
causality), there is a need for longitudinal research to examine the sequence of these processes. For 
example, is withdrawal from the superordinate group and tribalism the result of anomie or does 
tribalism also emerge when the superordinate group remains intact and when individuals remain 
loyal and committed to this superordinate group? It is also important to examine the cross-cultural 
differences in anomie and contraction of social self. However, the samples were from diverse 
backgrounds (community sample in the Australian community sample, employees in the US 
sample, and students in the Iranian sample), limiting the extent to which samples can be directly 
compared. To overcome this limitation, future studies should include more representative samples 
across different countries. 
Conclusion 
The main aim of this research was to examine the way anomie is associated with individuals’ 
social response to anomie – the contraction of social self. In achieving this we have moved beyond 
a focus on the wellbeing effects of anomie towards an understanding of its social effects. We 
believe that gaining insights in how anomie can impact on social as well as psychological processes 
will not only provide greater understanding of anomie, but will also provide a novel perspective 
from which to appreciate basic group processes within social contexts that are characterized by 
instability.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
92 
 
 
Chapter 6 
Conclusion 
 
This thesis presents a theoretical and empirical account of the psychology of anomie. The 
psychological theory of anomie unpacks perception of anomie in society, the psycho-social 
processes by which anomie as a collective phenomenon affects individual-level outcomes, and the 
psychological responses of individuals to anomie. In addition, this thesis presents the development 
of Perception of Anomie Scale (PAS), examines PAS in a cross-cultural context, and examines the 
way individuals respond to anomie. As outlined below, the psychology of anomie has two major 
implications. First, it incorporates new insights and tools for psychology to engage with unstable 
social contexts, contexts undergoing social, political and/or economic crises. Second, it deepens our 
understanding of anomie by providing a novel conceptualization and operationalization that 
addresses the longstanding problems in anomie literature.  
Filling a Theoretical Gap 
There are a number of assumptions that have underpinned previous theorizing within 
psychology which need to be revisited when trying to understand social decay. Although the 
dominant social psychological theories on collective processes and intergroup relations (e.g., social 
identity theory: Tajfel & Turner, 1979; system justification theory: Jost & Banaji, 1994; Jost, 
Banaji, & Nosek, 2004; and social dominance theory: Sidanius & Pratto, 2001) differ in a number 
of important ways, they have all been developed with an implicit assumption that the larger social 
context is stable and consensually agreed upon. This stability assumption limits the application of 
mainstream psychology to contexts where there is perceived collapse of social fabric and regulatory 
system of governance. In developing a psychological analysis of anomie, it has been crucial for us 
to move away from such assumptions to apply psychological principles and theorizing to contexts 
where the social structure itself has broken down, that is, contexts where people disagree on who is 
leading whom, where there are no final arbitrators of intergroup or interpersonal disputes, and 
where people no longer align themselves with a superordinate group.  
The psychology of anomie offers some relevant insights to better understand the dynamics of 
social processes. For example, psychological research on schisms has found that these are more 
likely to occur when people perceive that there is a lack of cohesion, lack of a shared sense of “us” 
and lack of identification, which leads to distancing from the superordinate group identity (Sani, 
2005, 2008; Sani & Reicher, 1998). A psychological analysis of anomie helps to clarify the 
mechanism by which such schisms takes place. According to our analysis, dissatisfaction with the 
superordinate group has the potential to trigger a breakdown in social fabric and leadership and this, 
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under some conditions, can lead to fracturing of the superordinate group into multiple smaller 
groups. In turn, this can give rise to tribalism, which further feeds perceptions that social fabric in 
society is breaking down and that leadership associated with the superordinate group is not effective 
and legitimate.  
The future of anomie  
As discussed in Chapter 2, the study of anomie has been mostly located within the 
sociological literature. Within this tradition, different authors have tended to define anomie in 
different ways oscillating between a state of society (e.g., deregulation, see Durkheim, 1897/1987) 
and a state of mind or belief system (see Muftić, 2006; Srole, 1956). For instance, Merton (1938, 
1968) used the term anomie to describe contexts where people collectively perceive that they lack 
legitimate means to achieve cultural aspirations whereas others define anomie with reference to 
individual level behaviors or individually held cultural values (Muftić, 2006). Further inconsistency 
arises from operationalization of anomie, typically measuring anomie by its consequences at the 
individual-level relying on constructs such as alienation (Srole, 1956), meaninglessness, 
helplessness or confusion (Thorlindsson & Bernburg, 2004).  
In this thesis, in an attempt to overcome the ambiguities that exist in anomie literature, we 
develop the psychology of anomie. We differentiate anomie as a perceived state of society from its 
individual-level outcomes. By developing a new theoretical and empirical account of anomie, this 
thesis offers a fresh and more consistent approach to reflect on the social contexts that foster 
anomie, a framework to speculate on the consequences of anomie, and a new avenue to think about 
how to prevent a social context from sinking into anomie.  
As an example of how the psychology of anomie allows for the examination of the 
consequences of anomie, our analysis suggests that in contexts where leadership has lost its 
capacity to exert influence, tribal groups may politicize in attempts to achieve social change, while 
others may seek to exploit available resources for their own ends. In such contexts, the social 
landscape will be characterized by intergroup conflict where cohesive and tightly bound social 
groups seek to exert their influence on the social structures that remain and in the distribution of 
available resources. In contrast, in contexts where social regulation is extreme and where the 
leadership prohibits people from developing resilient social collectives, the emergence of tribalism 
may be relatively inhibited. As a result, individuals will be unable to plan and organize themselves 
(Haslam & Reicher, 2012). In these contexts people will not benefit from the shelter that group 
membership can provide, resulting in a loss of well-being and an enduring sense that one lacks both 
personal and collective control (see Arendt, 1951; Kornhauser, 1959).  
As a suggestion for how to prevent a society from sinking into anomie, we propose that the 
same mechanisms that lead to the breakdown of society are key in restabilising that society. In 
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particular, restoring the social fabric by strengthening trust within the superordinate group, and 
within cross-cutting weak ties is fundamentally important. This may be achieved by focusing on the 
restoration of a shared common identity and common goals and building a sense of collective 
control. Leaders have an important role to play in this and fair and effective leadership is required 
(at least fair and effective in the eyes of those the leader aims to represent) to present societies with 
a vision for the future that shows how the society can move forward (presenting people with a 
vision for the future or ‘cognitive alternatives to the status quo’, see Tajfel, 1978). In these contexts, 
subgroup members are more willing to embrace a superordinate group, changing categorizations 
from “us” vs. “them” into a more inclusive “we” (see Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Gaertner & 
Dovidio, 2000; Gaertner et al., 1993; Hornsey & Hogg, 2000; Pettigrew, 1998, 2008). 
Concluding remarks 
As noted by Bjarnason (2009), anomie is an abstract multidimensional and multilevel 
construct capturing both a state of society and the state of interaction between individuals in that 
social context. Although psychological accounts of anomie recognize this complexity, we move 
beyond such approaches by striving to provide an insight into how we can use recent psychological 
developments to complement the existing framework of anomie theorizing with fresh thinking. For 
instance, the present work draws on the recent understanding of collective phenomena in social 
psychology (e.g., social identity, Tajfel 1982) and shared perceptions (e.g., Chiu et al., 2010; Hardin 
& Higgins, 1996; Moscovici & Duveen, 2000) to broaden the understanding of anomie as a 
collective perception of the state of society. Furthermore, psychology of anomie strives to provide a 
basis to reflect on individuals’ responses to social contexts relatively unexplored by mainstream 
psychology. Indeed, the psychology of anomie is about a dialogue between a sociological concept 
and psychological scrutiny and it is an important step to achieve integration between disciplines (cf. 
Oishi et al., 2009) and allow for theory building in the nexus between sociological and social 
psychological processes.   
Along with recognition of the complexity involved in scrutinizing the abstract 
multidimensional multilevel nature of anomie, we also realize that this theoretical and empirical 
framework of the psychology of anomie is only a first but provocative step in both developing a 
psychological account of anomie and integrating sociological and social psychological theorising. 
We hope psychology of anomie will be useful in broadening our understanding of human behaviour 
and in inspiring researchers to examine a wide variety of constructs of importance for social 
psychology, such as group processes, social change, and collective phenomena, across novel social 
and political contexts.  
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Appendix 1 Pilot scale: Initial generated items for anomie scale 
 
Think of Australian society and indicate to what extent do you agree with the following statements?  
 
In Australia today… 
 
1. People do not know who they can trust and rely on. 
2. Most people are friends with others for their own benefit. 
3. The only thing that matters for most people these days is to have money and power. 
4. There are not enough community groups to participate in. 
5. Politicians don’t care about the problems of the average person. 
6. People are cooperative. 
7. Government policies are helpful. 
8. People endorse the government’s agenda. 
9. People don’t care about each other. 
10. People think that there are no clear moral standards to follow. 
11. People feel that it is OK to break the law. 
12. Everyone thinks of him/herself and does not help others in need. 
13. The authorities protect the vulnerable and weak. 
14. The government works towards the welfare of people. 
15. The moral norms of our society protect the vulnerable and weak. 
16. The government laws and policy are effective. 
17. Most people think that if something works, it doesn’t really matter whether it is right or wrong. 
18. The political situation is unpredictable. 
19. People follow whatever rules they want to follow. 
20. People are happy to be led by this government. 
21. People don’t trust each other. 
22. Everything is uncertain and anything might happen. 
23. People can trust the authorities. 
24. Most of the people think that honesty doesn’t work all the time; dishonesty is sometimes a 
better approach to get ahead. 
25. The government is looking after people. 
26. Nobody knows what is expected of him or her in life. 
27. It seems that nobody agrees on what is right and wrong. 
28. Some laws are not fair. 
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29. The government uses its power legitimately. 
30. The government represents the majority of the population. 
31. If someone has a problem, s/he can rely on others to help. 
32. The government is legitimate. 
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Appendix 2 PAS: The Perception of Anomie Scale (PAS, α= .84) 
Think of Australian society and indicate to what extent do you agree with the following statements? 
 
In Australia today........ 
 
Breakdown of social fabric 
1. People think that there are no clear moral standards to follow. (+) (Moral decline). 
2. Everyone thinks of himself/herself and does not help others in need. (+) (Trust) 
3. Most of people think that if something works, it doesn’t really matter whether it is right or wrong. 
(+) (Moral decline) 
4. People do not know who they can trust and rely on. (+) (Trust) 
5. Most of the people think that honesty doesn’t work all the time; dishonesty is sometimes a better 
approach to get ahead. (+) (Moral decline) 
6. People are cooperative. (-)(Trust) 
Breakdown of Leadership 
7. The government works towards the welfare of people. (-) (Effectiveness) 
8. The government is legitimate. (-) (Legitimacy) 
9. The government uses its power legitimately (-) (Legitimacy) 
10. Politicians don’t care about the problems of average person. (+)(Effectiveness) 
11. The government laws and policies are effective (-) (Effectiveness) 
12. Some laws are not fair. (+)(Legitimacy) 
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Appendix 3 Tribalism Scale 
In our daily life, we are dealing with many different people. Some of these people are close to us: 
we know these people well, they share our values and we care about them too much. We also come 
in contact with many people that we are less close to, that we do not know that well and that might 
differ in what they think is important in life. 
 
The circles in the figure below represent a possible example of the differences in closeness of 
others. The more inclusive the circle gets, the larger the groups become and the more people are 
included in it that you might not all personally know (e.g., all Australians). 
 
Please study this Figure and think of the people in your life that you would place in each circle. 
 
 
 
Please consider the people and groups that are in your life and relevant to you. Which people or 
what groups would you place in: 
Circle 1: ……………………………………………………………………………… 
Circle 2: ……………………………………………………………………………… 
Circle 3: ……………………………………………………………………………… 
Circle 4: ……………………………………………………………………………… 
Circle 5: ……………………………………………………………………………… 
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1. Please consider each of the circles again and the people that you nominated to be in these 
circles. In which circle does your trust end? That is, from which circle onwards do you place 
less trust in the people that are in the next circle? 
 
From circle 1 to 
circle 2 
From circle 2 to 
circle 3 
From circle 3 to 
circle 4 
From circle 4 to 
circle 5 
My trust doesn’t 
end 
Ｏ Ｏ Ｏ Ｏ Ｏ 
 
 
2. Sometimes people think of those who are not a part of their immediate family, but are 
people that they can trust and have moral concern for, as “family”. Which of the following 
circle would you consider as “family”? 
Circle 1 Circle 1 and 2 Circle 1, 2 and 3 Circle 1, 2, 3, 
and 4 
All the circles 
Ｏ Ｏ Ｏ Ｏ Ｏ 
 
